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“When are pictures freed fromphony ‘artistic’ pretensions so that they
can becone better pictures?”
- Ad Reinhardt cartoon

| first visited Mtch Cairns’ studio twelve nmonths ago. He had just noved
in and was busy with the finishing touches. Feeling through the feng shui
Located in the inner city suburb of Chippendal e, behind a heavy roller
door, the space was al oof fromthe world. It was a marked change fromhis
previous set-up, a honme in Rozelle out of which he had |ived, worked and
hosted The Cosmic Battle For Your Heart - an artist-run-initiative co
founded with Agat ha Cot he-Snape, Brian Fuata, and Kelly Dol ey - since
2009. There the outside world had been invited in for exhibitions,
performances and dinners, and in response, the donestic influence had
projected itself outwards, through the work Cairns produced in this period
- nodest in size, banal in tone, donestic in subject matter and historica
reference. In this new studio, the objects that had dom nated attention in
Rozell e — a Persian rug, a cane daybed — were secondary to — an easel
freshly stretched canvases, a tray of brushes, a bag of rags, a paper draw
— with the smling, slightly drunken faces that had illumnated ‘A Cosnic
Battle', reduced to pocket-sized snapshots caught in the unwavering
objectivity of fluorescent light. This new space was clearly about work.
The nost noticeable object of all reclined gently on a table surveying the
scene. A plaster study of a woman, this scul pture was the result of

Cairns’ recently conpleted life-sculpting course at the Tom Bass Scul pture
Studi o School. Titled Bass Principles, the figure would oversee the

devel opnent of Cairns’ |atest body of work, and echo in One Half of a
Wrman' s Wi stline Repeated.

It is often noted that Mtch Cairns studied at the National Art School
Known for its conmtnent to the atelier nodel of teaching and steeped in
the history of Australian nmodernism these days it stands as the |east
radi cal of art schools on offer, having failed to adapt to the shifts in
art practice ushered in by conceptualism For Cairns’, who “wanted to
learn to paint”, the National Art School was an assured sel ection

Pai nting, or “picture-making”, is at the heart of Mtch Cairns practice,
his Iine of enquiry, the enduring problemof filling the frane. In our
earliest conversations about this new body of work, Cairns floated the

i dea of “sensitive art” as a working concept. Perched behind himon an
easel at the tine, was a cartoon study of Poor Mum- a portrait of a woman,
nanel essly, and sonewhat hunorously, at grief in the world. Drawn with an
econony of line, and resonating for its clarity of expression, the cartoon
woul d I ater develop into a painting for the exhibition



Coinciding with his study at the Tom Bass Scul pture Studi o School, Cairns
al so undertook the Alan Mdir Advanced Cartoon Cl asses - a ten-|lesson over
the Internet package. Originating in the Mddle Ages, the term cartoon was
first used to describe the preparatory sketch for a work of art.
Subsequently, in the 19th century, with the invention of the nodern print
medium it was adopted for its nobre contenporary use - to describe

hunor ous sketches in newspapers and nagazi nes of social or politica
comment. It was in the 1960s that cartoons reached a peak in popularity.

I n Jonat han Franzen’s The Di sconfort Zone: A Personal History, across a
chapter he rem nisces on the nost popular of themall, Peanuts. In this
Franzen nuses on cartoons saying, “lndividual faces may vary greatly but a
smirk on one is alot like a smrk on another. Smirks are conceptual, not
pictorial. Qur brains are |ike cartoonists — and cartoonists are |ike our
brains, sinplifying and exaggerating, subordinating facial detail to
abstract com c concepts.”Poor Mum and her frown is not illustrative, it is
an idea. A point extended in Snokey Sad Square, or reached fromreverse.

For Cairns’ pictures are concepts. His interest in the Tom Bass and Al an
Moir course, or the consideration of artists practices such as Ad

Rei nhardt, Eric Thake and George Mdblnar — who all utilised cartooning as
part of their |arger oeuvre — can be understood as an engagement with
forrmulas for constructing these, the base principles and the generative
results. In this way, Bass Principles continues Cairns work in series,
each defined by self-inposed limtations, which he describes as a
“triunmph” for it enabling himto focus on one thing to create a series of
further problens. Here the palette is reduced to blue and yellow. The
pai nt has shifted fromhis use of enanel, then acrylic, to oil, which is
wor ked back into with mineral turpentine. Snoke is a recurring notif. The
artist at work in the studio the site. The series also reprises tensions
bet ween abstraction and figuration, nale and fenale, high and | ow culture,
past and the present, and how such court each other, that have renained
throughout. Returning to the idea of sensitive art, one m ght ask what
this means, what this mght |ook |like? W may not all know the history of
art but we are versed in pictures, and continue to understand the world
through these, a fact Mtch Cairns is sensitive to.



