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Idon'tre;
[Laddiction] but
onceil staris to
destroy
everything
around you and
your work, you
haveto move
away from it.

Rodney Pople

If1d shown any 1Imag
have realised I couldnt draw.

es theyd

Rodney Pople

BY STEVE MEACHAM

odney Pople - 58-year-old
sculptor, installation artist
and (now) controversial

painter - is telling a story
about a pivotal moment in his life.
He was a much younger man then
but, even so, the episode scems a
world away from the domesticscene
surrounding him now - a sunny
backyard in Marrickville full of the
usual trappings of parenthood:
trampoline, sporting equipment,
‘pampered family cat.

In London in 1975, Pople was a
twentysomething art student about
to embark on the obligatory road
trip around Europe with his then
girlfriend. “We were staying with her
aunt,” Pople says, taking an age to
make a plunger of coffee. “And my
girlfriend said: ‘For God's sake, you
really have got to go out and buy
that Kombit”

“I remember going out one very
rainy night. I was drunk and stoned
and I bought this van that looked
wetand shiny.In the morning, [real-
ised Id bought a wreck. My girl-
friend was so pissed off”

During the six weeks it took to
make the van roadworthy, Pople
toured London’s best art schools —
StMartins, Chelsea, the Slade ~ to
tout his talent, despite having no
work to show them.

Eventually the Kombi was ready
and the couple set off for the cross-

channel ferry, where they were con-
fronted at the terminal with anotice

written on a blackboard. “It sai
‘Rodney Pople, please phone thi
numberurgently, ” the artistrecalls.
He immediately assumed there had
been a tragedy back home in Tas-
‘mania. “But it was the Slade saying:
‘Congratulations, you_have- been
‘accepted:See you in September. "

“Istill don'tknow how! gotin,” he
says. “If [d shown them any images
they probably wouldn't have accep-
tedme.” There's alaugh as he meas-
ures out the coffee. “They'd have
realised I couldn't draw.”

The anecdote sums up so many
recurring features in Pople’s life.
Luck and substance abuse. The
understanding of parters. Aelent-
lessly restless soul. Plus a willing-
ness to live life on the edge. All of
which come to some kind of colli-
sion in.his latest exhibition at the
Australian Galleries in Paddington.

But what happened to the girl-
friend? Pople says he_probably
should have seen the writing on the
wall when the Kombi reached Paris
“She waited in the van while I went
10 see the Louvre,” he says. “She
gave me half an hour o see every:
thing. Consequendly, it didn't last.”

Today Pople appears to be at
peace with himself. He and wife
Felicity Fenner ~ senior curator at
the College of Fine Arts, University.
of NSW - live with their two sons,
Oscar, 15, and George, 9, in a solid,
brick builthome in what Pople calls
“the new Paddington”. He has com-
‘mandeered what would have been
the front parlour for his studio. The
other front room is dominated by

Poples interpretation ofa Gainsbor-
ough portrait, with Felicity and him-
self cast as 18th-century aristocrats.

Later, Pople admits their 15-year
marriage hasn't been easy on Fenner.
“But we have stuck itout,” he says. ‘I
don't know how. She has been very
supportive, through times when |
haven't really deserved her support.
‘Times of addiction and stuff.”

Such as? “T've had a lot of alcohol
and drug addictions, but I have
worked through it.” he says. “Thats
all behind me now. I don't regret
addiction] but once it starts to des-
roy everything around you and your
‘work, you have to move away fromit”

So how long has he been clean?
“Eight years now”

OF course, that doesn't mean he
has stopped walking on the edge,
just that his peers take him much
more seriously.

Last week his entry forthe annual
Blake Prize for religious art was
highly commended by the judges.
Cardinal with Altar Boy displayed a
headless cardinal cradling an inno-
centboy in his lap - a blatant swipe
at the Catholic Church's continued
‘hypocrisy about paedophilia.

Now comes his “adults only”
exhibition_Bellini 21c, complete
witha warning on the door advising
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some images may offend. Beyond that,
and up some stairs, is a roped off area
with a second version of his Blake Prize
painting - this time showing 2 porn star
displaying her full range of skills in the
same sacred setting of Venice's San Zac-
caria church.

Pople’ artistic career has been along
journey and serious figures within the
art world - including Professor Sasha
Grishin of the Australian National Uni-
versitybelieve he s now producing his
bestwork.

He began as a photographer and the
camera stil plays a large part in his new.
oeuve. Its a marriage of painting and
photography, inthe tradition of the influ-
ential German artist Gerhard Richter.

For this exhibition, Pople has taken
photographs of famous Venetian interi-
ors, played with them on a computer to
add other incongruous elements, then
had the manipulated digital images
printed on Belgian linen. The photo-
‘graphiccanvases are then stretched ona

Ireligious fervour... atist Rodney Pople
‘with his Beliini Aftarpiece; (bottom left)
"Handle with Care (2007). Pholo: Tanara Dean

frame, with Pople painting over them in
traditional oils.

‘Hisaim s “for photograph and paint-
ing to meet, so one is not dominant of
the other’.Itis, he explains, a hybrid art
form that"has only become possible
because of the digital revolution.

Pople has been experimenting with
the technique for five years. “Felicity got
me into it,” he laughs. “She said: “You
really can't draw 50 use photographs!”

Oneofhis less sensational newworks,
Map Room, demonstrates the craft
beautifully. The original photograph ofa
Venetian interior _dominated by an
enormous globe has been turned into a
ich oil painting that conveys a melan-
cholic sense of lost youth and daring

Venus 2 re-examines Titian's famous
painting of Venus. The nude photo-
graph Pople used was taken years ago in
Hobart. “In its day Titians Venus was
highly erotic,” he explains. “It would
have been hidden away from public
viewing and only seen by cardinals in
their private rooms. By making it more
erofic, 1 am making an assessment
about the hypocrisy ofmodern society."

The large triptych Bellini Altarpiece is
intended asa damning indictment of the
Catholic Church. Al three panels again
feature San Zaccaria’sinterior. The twoon.
the outside are mirror images of the same
‘porn magazine star masturbating for the
enjoyment of voyeurs, whereas the cent-
ral panel features a shark. A shark? Pople.
describes tas cutting throughthe double
standards of Western society.

Given the pornographic dimension, it
is Tittle surprise Australian Galleries.
took legal advice about how to prevent
the controversy that befell Bll Henson's
exhibition at Roslyn Oxley's gallery in
2008: hence the warning notice about
Pople’s work on the door.

As it happens, Oxley was the first art
dealer to exhibit Pople’s paintings when
Pople moved to Sydney in the early
19805. He was then renting what he calls
“a gilded hovel above a fish and chip
shop” in The Rocks

Occasionally he would have a drinkat
the Ship Inn with near neighbour Brett
Whiteley: I have never seen anyone
drink two double scotches s quicklyas
Brett could at nine in the morning”

One raucous night, he and some
friends hit the grog so hard Pople passed
out. For fun, his friends dressed him in
women's clothes, make-up and wig. He
was still unconscious and in drag as
Oxley discovered him next morning
‘when she came to look at this prospect-
ive client’s work. “The door was open so
she just walked in,” Pople remembers.
“She ignored me and just looked at the
work. I didn't even know shed been.”
Oxley took a chance on him anyway.
“She's always been a good dealer.”

Bellini 2icis at Australian Galleries,
Paddington, from tomorrow until
October30. The exhibition contains
graphicimages.
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All that geography and we
still don’t know where we are

im Costello says we need a
T ez

geography but this s quite
hard to achieve. Geography isa
subject that tends to lip through
your fingers. | did years ofitat
School and find myselflft with only
afew nuggets of knowiedge.

The geography course,as |
remember t,was excessively.
concerned with how Iakes are
formed by glacialaction on the top
of mountains. These came in
various types and had names drawn
ifom an lkea catalogue. This sortof
lekeis a Tug; this a Turg and this
final onea Turd.

Ifwind s involved in any way it
was called a Fluggelarp.

You may think my knowledge
impressive. Then again e studied
Rothing else for the 10 years that
comprised the secondterm of
Year9.

Inscience, we learnt of Elnstein's
concept of the variabilty of time
but twas in geography that we
experienced it first-hand. Under.
the watchiul gaze of M-
Brownsmith, one's wristwatch,
checked reqularly. fist began to
slow and then, halfvay through the
Tesson, actually stopped.

The freaky bit came about
10 minutes before the final hooter
when you looked down to see your.
wristwatch cycling vigorously in
reverse. The more Mr Brownsmith
delineated the technical difference
between a Turg and Turd lake, the
earlier it got, ntil we found
ourselves back atlunchtime, about
o enter the geography classoom
alloveragain.

Ithad al the magical quaity of
Harry Potter, without the Quidditch.

The formation of glacial akes was
the animating spark, the idée fixe,
of allgeography teachers but | don't
Want o leave the impression t was
the only thing we learnt.

We also earnt about ox-bow
lakes.

Knowledge of the ox-bow lake,
andits formation, was seen as 50
crudialto the formation of the
young ctizen of tomorrow that it
westaughtinevery year of
schooling, from kindergarten to
year 2

The panel of three diagrams ~ the.
first showing a iver with a sight

1 ‘hadn't the foggiest what a ground.
Onemapwassooldit [IS
showed the British. Having given it some thought in
ShvTedithe Brabt AR, R e e
still held America. my adultbrain, | warm to he idea

bend, the second showing a bigger:
bend, the third showing the lake
detaching ke a tear-drop shaken
free - were repeated so often that.
most Australians of my generation

can accurately reproduce them

while biindfolded and under threat

of execution.

Thete was wisdom, of course,
their method. By requiring students
to repeat the same diagram over 12

Vearsofichooing one vas aven s

real sense of geological principles in
‘action: in particular, the sensation

of being worn down over an

extraordinarily long period of time.
Rocks were also worn down and

camein three kinds: ingenious,
sandimentary and metaphorical
We also fearned about

longitude, which concerned how
fong a country was, and latitude,
which was the amount of leeway

given to students rendered
unconscious by a particularly.
boring geography fesson.

1150 recall much focus on a thing

called an sthmus and another thing
called an archipelago, both of which
Timagine were types of glaciallake.

Of course, in year 10 we moved on
to poltical geography but suffered
from outof-date materias.

Though a combination of
budgetary caution and blind
oyalty to The Mother Country,
most Australian schools were:
Kitted out with maps from the
19405, in which India and most of
Africa was still under British rule
One map was so old it showed that
the British stll held America.

Years later | find myself searching
newspapers n vein for the latest
news from Abyssinia, Ceylon and
Mesopotamia. I also keen to take.
aholday in Siam but can't seem to
find the brochure anywhere at
Flight Centre.

We also leamt heaps about the
products exported by various
countries. Nigeria, | can st tel you,
is a world leader n the production
of ground nuts This fact was
repeated regulariy, even though |

thatit may wellbe a nut that grows
on the ground. I’ these sortof
advanced thinking skils that
evelop from years of geography.

Tim Costello says we need o
teach more geography in schools so
we can respond to global warming.
He may not realise global warming
means there willbe ess geography
tolearn, since whole counries can
in e covered by the collective term
“the Pacific Ocean”.

Sowas school geography
useless? Not at all. When iving up
the north coast on a family holday
the well-educated parent can
torment his or her children at
reguar intervals.

“We're about to drive past Port
Macquarie which, of course, i
L situatedatthe mouth of the
Hastings River,” one can lecture.

Or: “Taree is ahead and with it
the Manning River.”

Useful? Well, maybe not hugely.
Bt it does come up more often
than the difference betyeen a Turg
andaTug,
richard@richardglovercom.au
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NEW EXHIBITION ON NOW

Hyde Park Barracks Museum

Queens Square, Macquarie Street, Sydney
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All kinds of
crimes could
get you a job
on Macquarie
Street
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