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Sonewhere in Matthew Tunbers’ | ate adol escence, his father devel oped a
product called “Footy Food” — literally party pies in the shape of
footbhalls. A trademark was got. Tunbers and a friend devel oped a short
pronotional video and jingle, with characters |oosely harvested fromthe
Footy Show. Fatty Vautin was approached as a brand anbassador. Then the
deal fell through. Tumbers had shown himthe caricatures in his animation
“He giggled, but also saw a resenbl ance and wanted a bi gger cut,” the
artist recalls. “lI would not have owned that | resenbled that draw ng.”

The epi sode seens a perfect introduction to the Matthew Tunbers-Mtch
Cairns show Blue Period — a show froman Australia of relentless optimsm
a time of prosperousness and possibility, when the dollar was about to be
floated and the Anmerica’s Cup had just been won. Al an Bond was yet to be
di sgraced. Keith WIllianms had only recently bought Hamilton Island. At the
exhi bition's opening, curator Susan G bb served snpked nussels with gin
and tonics.

The show s pivot is a video by Tunbers — Blue Lonely Holiday Il 2012, a
nirvana of planes and bain maries, a paradi se packaged up and sold back to
us. There is hypnotic footage of planes, human stop notion, great enpty
spaces across which float half-formed i deas and broken down aphori sns.
Tunbers | oves | anguage. He gargles vowels. His is a vocabulary built on
the meani ngl ess and the absurd, the sort of snake-oil aspiration found in
touri st brochures and middle Australia.

It isinthis text — phrases |ike “buffet seductions” and “broken

al chem es” that glide across the projection — that Tumbers’ work forns its
nost obvious intersection with Cairns’. Wiile the former’s text seens
lifted froma tinme-share infonercial, the latter’s could be picked from
Spi ke MI1ligan’s com c novel Puckoon.

Both are confortable with a conmedy that affectionately nocks Australi a.
These are boys from outsi de Wl |l ongong and up the Northern Beaches. |In one
drawi ng, Tunbers depicts would could be a bingo caller or perhaps an RSL
stand-up. In the end, it doesn’'t matter. It is a hunour of class, and one
needs to be inside the famly to properly appreciate it.

“Blue has these working class connotations,” G bb says of the show s
title. “Mtch’s work has often this tension between classes and genders
and Matt |looks at class in a simlar way.”

The class here is one of blank optimsm a class that holidays at
beachsi de caravan parks and takes footy weekends at G eat Keppel Island.
Even the scale of Cairns’ work talks to this — paintings deliberately



donestic in size, referencing signwiting or the painted wi ndows of

ol d- f ashi oned pubs. The painting Collector with ‘Bass Principles’ 2011
captures the deliberate tension in this, depicting a snoking figure as he
surveys snaller renditions of his own corpul ence — a man who doesn’t quite
understand the irony of his affected connoi sseurship

Cairns’ tightly painted oils recall Eric Thake's linocuts — and he

i ncl udes, although perhaps not the show s strongest nonent, a portrait of
himcrossed with a young George Gttoes. Review ng a Thake retrospective
in 2005, Penny Wbb wote of his “acute social and cultural observations,
i nvari ably expressed with | aconic good hunour”.

She wites of Thake as if he could be Cairns: “The glare of the outback is
succinctly conveyed by the whiteness of the un-inked areas of paper in

i mges of views to the outside through pub doors and w ndows...
Australian-ness in this fabul ous retrospective is in the old style:

| ai dback, but watchful.”

Cairns’ set of four pictures — Drawings from Bass Principles 2011
presented in a row at the back of the gallery — show himdoodling with a
pencil to reimagine the set up for a silkscreened punchline repeated in
each frame. There is even a “knock knock”. Carins’ touch-points here are
British, as were Thake's. He jokes like MIligan trapped again in Wy Wy.
O Stanwell Tops, to be nore accurate

At times in this show, Cairns is a painter aping a cartoonist. Tunbers, on
some levels, is a cartoonist trying to be serious about painting. He uses
the expression “nedi um bothering” to describe his practice, and it is
probably an apt one. A vitrine in the mddle of the show houses a snal
retrospective of Tunbers’ nedi um bothering, dating back to 2000. There are
ol d drawi ngs and found objects. A blue penis sits off to one side. This
thought, fromGbb, is a nice one. For nore than a decade, video has been
a central plank of Tumbers’ practice. Time is always an aspect of his work
and it is good to see how it affects his paintings — in this case, a
series of mainly blue boxboard works |eant |ike drunks against one wall

“Mtch has a very formal approach to picture nmaking and to hangs. Matt has
this salon approach which is so |loose,” G bb says. “I like this idea that
you could renmove either artist’s work and the hang would still work, but
they tease these things out of each other’s practice. They each have their
own vernacul ar.”

The inpression from Tunbers’ work is a man struck by inpulse, a man
constantly formng narrative and storing away shards of |anguage. But in
hi s boxboard paintings — a relatively new devel opnment — there is a sense
he is struggling towards the final inage. Not all of themwork. Tunbers is
muddl i ng away until somethi ng happens.

When it does, he realises a sort of unexpected brilliance. He can paint
like a black woman, like a less grand Enily Kanme Kngwarreye. There is a
hint in sone of the pictures of lan Fairweather’s China paintings, on the
cusp of his surrender to abstraction. The sense of femininity is strong.

For a tine, the suite of Cairns’ paintings shown here had the working



title “Sensitive Art”. Set beside the | coseness of Tunbers’ painting,
Cairns’ exacting style sheds sonme of its masculinity and begins to | ook
al nost fem nine. The tight lines fall into neck napes and back snalls.

In this show, G bb coaxes underlying thenes fromboth painters. From

Cai rns she produces a sometimes hidden mirth; from Tunbers, a seriousness
he has been edgi ng towards for several years. There is the sense of two
friends chall engi ng each other in the studio, making works as

provocati ons, egging each other into newforns. As Gbb did in an earlier
show — exhi biting a video by Agatha Cot he- Snape al ongsi de anot her by
Canpbel | Patterson — she has created a larger narrative for the work. She
has created a kind of Smart Suburbia, a punchline hewn fromthe city’'s
fringes.



