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The exhibition has both drawings and paintings. 
We could read the exhibition as representing two 
periods of work: early portrait drawings and later 
abstract paintings. In drawing self-portraits, Mary 
became interested in the separate parts of the face, 
and through the drawing, she became interested in 
the space behind, opening up an elemental space 
behind sensation. This commenced the abstract 
phase of her work from portraits. But it is interesting 
to note that the drawings, which became more 
and more about the apparatus of sensation, are 
themselves painterly and abstracted.

Mary’s paintings and drawings continually ask: 
What can the body do? By increasing the body’s 
capacity to act, through new imaginations and new 
registers of sensations, the paintings and drawings 
demonstrate, they monstrate, that is makes strange, 
alien and different, the ordinary world. The work 
shows different possibilities of experience, through 
its constant deferral of completeness: the thresholds 
between geometries, at the edges of paintings, the 
bleeding of paints around the canvas, into the tears 
and fissures in the canvas, seeping through to the 
back of the painting. The work asks: how can we 
describe thought at the brink of finitude, in the last 
minutes of life, where there are no longer words that 
can enunciate thinking? Mary’s work demonstrates 
that pure block of sensation.

Above the meeting table in my office is a painting 
of a white circle
 there was once a gum leaf with one end 
caught in the sand, spiraling 
in the wind, drawing a perfect circle 
 on the white sand of the beach. 

In the mornings, shadows of insect shapes 
cast by a makeshift screen made from the leftovers 
of a performance project Undine and I worked on, 
one of the many works 
written on that well worn couch 
in Taroona Bay
play measuredly
 on the white circle painting.

Professor Stephen Loo

 

Echo
Oil paint on canvas 
170 x 160cm
2003

Mirrored Substance 
Oil paint on canvas 
160 x 140cm
2005

Dark Peace 
Oil paint on canvas 
160 x 140cm
2002

Night Forebodings I 
Oil paint on canvas 
170 x 160cm
2005

Grey Measure I 
Oil paint on canvas 
160 x 140cm
2005

Grey Light 
Oil paint on canvas 
162 x 141cm
2005

First Circle 
Oil paint on canvas 
160 x 140cm
2005

Night Thoughts I 
Oil paint and acrylic on 
canvas 
160 x 140cm
2013

Night Thoughts II 
Oil paint and acrylic on 
canvas 
160 x 140cm
2013

Scrape and Peel
Oil paint and acrylic on 
canvas 
140 x 143cm
2013

Entropy and Sight 
Oil paint and graphite on 
paper 
121 x 80cm
2002

Entropy and Substance 
Oil paint and graphite on 
paper 
140 x 98cm
2002
On loan from Paul Boam and 
Jenny Turner.

Secrets of Form 
Oil paint and graphite on 
paper 
157 x 80cm
2002

Cape Pillar Portrait
Oil paint and graphite on 
paper 
189 x 124cm 
2002

Transition of Matter 
Oil paint and graphite on 
paper  
161 x 80cm
2002
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I have sat for many moments, sometimes hours 
on the well-worn couch, writing 
with Undine – descriptions, philosophy, scenes, 
concepts, scripts, music, imaginings
grasping different worlds:
  the material and spatial worlds of the environment, 

places and architecture;
  parallel but invisible worlds of phenomena;
  inner psychical worlds of human and the   

instinctual worlds of small animals, 
  insects

Silent above the couch is a grey field
a painting – a landscape barely there but there forever; 
as if measuring the erratic flux 
 of thought; 
  of time when it expands, especially when and in 

writing; 
  of buzz of a beetle’s wing as it glances the 

painting’s surface; 
 of the shadow of the window frame
And the glint of the sun comes off the sea 
in Taroona Bay
 Mary tells me that the painting likes the sea.

Mary also tells me that she is against story telling. And 
I agree. Mary’s paintings inhabit the gap between the 
existence of themselves as material objects and the 
object becoming conscious human experience, that 
is, the gap between sensing and sensation. There is 
no story here, only a vast elemental amorphous space 
that opens up. 

While she might disagree, Mary’s artwork is 
representational, but not representation that is 
based on resemblance or verisimilitude, nor are they 
about non-figuration or un-representability. They 
are representational precisely because they alter 
resemblance by invoking a discrepancy between 
the visible, or what can be seen, and the sayable, or 
what can be said. That is, the paintings undermine the 
sensible coordinates not by representing an other or 
the outside, but by working from within the existing 
visibility of a particular event or work – to demonstrate 
an internal difference in the system. 

This has led to Mary’s work possessing the propensity 
for change and transformation. In its continual 
coming-to-be and in its yet-to-come quality, her work 
allows microperceptions of space-time displacement 
(affordances, propensities, suspicions, dissonance, 

discomfort, fibrillations). These are the qualities of 
her paintings and drawings that work below the 
threshold of the sensuous register, and that does 
not immediately come to experience. It is here that 
new distributions of the sensible, new life, becomes a 
possibility.

Above another couch where the family lives is a face
drawn
In its appearance, as an appearance, the face 
is transformed into a field
 a landscape. 
The family recognizes the face 
as a self portrait of Mary, yet it also produces other 
subjects by its signification. 
The kids say she looks like the Mona Lisa
Looks like mum
But it is also drawing of a remarkable landscape, both 
recognizable, and yet not, as a place
Cape Pillar
And then there is the drawing of the foot, that draws 
into the picture
 the whole body
 its labour.

The drawing began as a portrait and was left 
unfinished. Mary then decided to take the portrait, 
folded, on walks to complete it; the drawing lived in 
the back pack where the canvas registered the body’s 
perambulatory movement. The paper eventually 
cracked at the seams, the portrait was deconstructed, 
along lines on both the face and the landscape, 
registering the forces of change and becoming. 

This face of a landscape does not tell a story as 
such – although I have told you here a story of the 
drawing, but not the story in the drawing. The portrait 
is of a face that conjures up the fragmented body 
of the mountain walker, of the labour of walking, 
and drawing; of walking as drawing, and drawing as 
walking, on the lines on the face, and of the earth. In 
Mary’s drawings, the face is a frame, which refuses to 
have a static relationship with the picture plane, for 
meaning to be inscribed. It operates as a landscape, as 
a field of relations, as a face with continuously moving 
features with no exacting relations.  So this face allows 
a very different connection between the subject and 
the landscape, to that arriving a representational or 
phenomenological relation. 

Mary Ballantyne Fooks


