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Oil on canvas on board. 450 x 440 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Introduction

Known as ‘a painter’s painter’, Geoff Thornley has
never deviated from pure abstraction since adopting
the mode over thirty years ago. He has, however,
frequently shifted tack as he grappled with issues of
form and structure in painting. His square format
mixed media on paper Albus series, begun in 1974,
presented variations on the grid as a non-hierarchical
compositional device. An even distribution of form
was facilitated by atmospheric diffusion of light with
no one focal point predominating. This exhibition
of nineteen trapezoidal works is excerpted from his
Constructions series. Spanning the years 1977 to
1990 to encompass the Tondo, Alba, Dyad and
Cipher works, the Constructions are a discrete and
important period of the artist’s development.
In contrast to the expansiveness of his early
abstractions, these works display a compression
and concentration on materiality. The edges are
sharp where the geometric planes of saturated
colour meet, with apertures and overlays revealing
the logic of each work’s assembly. Throughout the
series, there is an often-oppositional relationship
with the wall that supports the work.
Three different writers have been chosen to
elaborate on the different implications of Thornley’s
Constructions in this publication. Art historian Morgan
Thomas begins her essay with a consideration of
how a pivotal green work, Construction/Painting
hovers between painted surface and three-dimensional material object setting the tone for ambiguity
in the works that follow. Elam School of Fine Arts
Senior Lecturer Allan Smith describes how in these
works, Thornley performs what Mondrian called a
‘counter-striving’ of one element against the ‘tensing’
of another resulting in defence formations which
resemble the Renaissance star forts of his essay’s
title. He concludes that rather than being a response
to painting’s history, these works are the result of
creative psychomachia – the struggle of the

computational against the poetic. Curator William
McAloon’s interview with the artist explores
Thornley’s emotional response to colour and his
deployment of the physical properties of his medium
– oil paint. Thornley also explains the significance of
shifts in scale, and the role of the maquette in the
production of his works.
Although his work has been collected institutionally for decades, this is Geoff Thornley’s first solo
exhibition in a public gallery and concomitantly, this
is the first major catalogue produced on his work. The
Centre for New Zealand Art Research and Discovery
which administers the Gus Fisher Gallery on behalf of
The University of Auckland is dedicated to providing
just such opportunities to showcase the research of
staff and alumni.
Creative New Zealand has supported the
exhibition and publication, with Arts Council Chair
Alastair Carruthers opening the exhibition. As always,
we are grateful for the support of Gus and Irene
Fisher whose generosity established the gallery, and
to the Dean of the National Institute of Creative Arts
and Industries, Professor Sharman Pretty, who as
Chair of the Advisory Board, provides a vision for
excellence for the CNZARD’s operations.
Linda Tyler
Director, Centre for New Zealand Art Research and Discovery,
National Institute of Creative Arts and Industries, The University
of Auckland.

5

Construction/Painting. # 18. 1978-79.
Oil on paper on board. 570 x 540 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Fictions of the fact
Morgan Thomas

It should be also be understood that self-criticism in Modernist art has never been carried on in any but a spontaneous
and largely subliminal way. Certain inclinations, certain affirmations and emphases, and certain refusals and
abstinences as well, seem to become necessary simply because the way to stronger, more expressive art lies through
them. It has taken the accumulation, over decades, over a
good deal of personal painting, to reveal the general
self-critical tendency of Modernist painting. No artist was,
or yet is, aware of it, nor could any artist ever work freely
in awareness of it. 1

The title of the first of Geoff Thornley’s series of
Constructions of the late 1970s and early 1980s –
Construction / Painting – is indicative. It’s a small
bright green painted object. You see an irregular
five-sided surface, with a small hole near the lower
right-hand corner. You also see the thick sides that
bring this surface forward from the wall and the
deep cylindrical recess created by the hole. The
surface retreats and the object takes over. The flat
monochromatic mode of painting co-operates in a
pictorial construction that appears to be bent upon
the exclusion of painterliness as such, of any trace
of illusion or evocation. Or does it? Doesn’t this thing
look rather like a painter’s palette? At the least it’s
still too weighted to a two-dimensional frontality
to be readily accommodated under the heading of
sculpture, for example. It is an ambiguous thing
that precisely vacillates between the two categories
that the title supplies. Even if, significantly, Thornley
drops the term ‘painting’ from the rest of the works
in this series – they are all just ‘constructions’, with
names like Construction # 6 or Construction E – they
all inhabit an uncertain space between the twodimensional and the three-dimensional, between the
pictorial and the sculptural, between painted surface
and material object. In a more complicated sense,
what makes the works in this series so interesting
is how they undoubtedly pursue a certain literalness,
a positivism or didacticism of the objective, at the
same time that they in fact, perhaps unconsciously,
betray this literalism, displace it, subject it to a
greater force or principle of uncertainty. The logic

7

of the construction as reality, of the constructionas-fact, cedes, seemingly in spite of itself, to one of
the construction-as-fiction. Illusion, and even allusion
(for instance, the hole that suggests the palette,
8

or, more generically, the implement), have a way

Three points to note. The first is that here Judd,

of re-insinuating themselves – as fictions that are

with more conviction, clarity and energy than anyone

nevertheless realities – into what initially looks like

else at this time in postwar American art writing,

a severe, matter-of-fact and functionalist picture.

puts forward a cluster of determinations concerning

To appreciate the equivocal nature of what is

the morphology of the art object and its relation to

going on in this series, it’s worth recalling a text that

received traditions and to the ‘real’ that are still very

was especially important to Thornley at the time he

much with us today. In particular Judd’s proposals

began work on the Constructions: Donald Judd’s 1965

remain decisive in tracing the lineaments of what

essay ‘Specific Objects’, a cardinal text for artists

Rosalind Krauss has termed our contemporary

moving away from painting and towards non-medium-

‘post-medium condition’, a condition premised on

specific, often installational forms of object-making in

the idea that with the advent of ‘art-in-general’,

the United States (and elsewhere) during the 1960s.

medium-specific forms of art-making, notably painting

In ‘Specific Objects’ Judd argues that the pursuit of

and sculpture, have little currency. The second point

wholeness, clarity and facticity in art, already taken

is that although Judd promotes a break away from

a long way in the work of Abstract Expressionist

painting, a present and a future beyond painting in

painters like Jackson Pollock and Barnett Newman,

the art ‘object’, the trajectory he maps out in ‘Specific

has to relinquish painting altogether – and particularly

Objects’ in fact owes a great deal to the trajectory

the compositional complexity of the pictorial tradition,

of American painting in the 1940s, 1950s and early

with its assemblage of ‘parts’ to make a whole – in

1960s (specially with regard to Newman and Frank

favour of ‘real space’ and the ‘clearer’, more ‘intense’

Stella). In some respects Judd’s trajectory simply

and ‘powerful’ unity of three-dimensional objects that,

continues a certain logic which is generally taken to

he suggests, avoid the subordination of the whole

shape the course of postwar American modernist

to parts that would be endemic to traditional forms

painting – notably its valorisation of qualities like

of painting as well as sculpture. For Judd, the move

directness, matter-of-factness and simplicity – taking

away from the compositional acts to reinforce the

this logic outside of painting itself. It is possible to

reality of a given object’s ‘singleness’ or identity,

look at Judd’s adamantly anti-pictorialist stance, with

its being-what-it-is. Of the new materials used in

its advocacy of material ‘specificity’, as essentially

1960s art-making, such as Plexiglass and aluminium,

an adoption and extension, with variations, of the

Judd writes:

painting-derived model of self-critical modernism

Materials vary greatly and are simply materials. [...] They are specific. If
they are used more directly, they are more specific. Also, they are usually
aggressive. There is an objectivity to the obdurate identity of a material.
[...] The form of a work and its materials are closely related. 2

proposed by Greenberg: a model
of modernism oriented toward
openness and a kind of maximal
intensification of the specificity
of given forms of art-making.
For Greenberg – clearly, I think,
prefiguring the rhetoric that

Judd went on to develop – what made the paintings of Newman, Clyfford Still and Mark Rothko so compelling
was their concern with scale and their move away from overt signs of painterliness, toward ‘an almost literal
openness’.3 These same considerations were very soon taken up by Judd as markers of value – but now vis-à-vis
the avowedly non-pictorial, non-sculptural ‘objects’ of Minimalist art. In Judd’s reinvention of Greenbergianism
such considerations are reworked in the service of a ‘post-painterly abstraction’ (to recall Greenberg’s phrase)
that has – at least in theory – successfully bypassed painting altogether.
A third point: it is possible to see why Judd’s
essay would have been very appealing to Geoff
Thornley in the late 1970s – to a painter, that is to

The paradoxical conceptual and historical

say, who saw his own work, and that of his peers,

lineage of Thornley’s Constructions by now becomes

as distinguishing itself from dominant tendencies in

apparent. In a sense the Constructions appear to

New Zealand abstract painting (McCahon, Hotere)

devolve from a form of art-historical madness. That

by virtue of its refusal of allusion, of ‘literariness’, of

is to say, the objects we see here might be said to

any need to see painting as having to look ‘beyond’

bear traces of the madness of recruiting the theories

painting (whether to poetry, religion, or given cultural

of one of the great antagonists of late twentieth-

and geographical situations) in order to ground

century painting, and of medium-specificity in general,

itself. If such refusals may be discerned already in

to the project of producing obdurately auto-referential

the resolutely radical abstraction and formalism of

paintings (or painted objects), paintings (or objects)

Thornley’s concerns in his Albus paintings, and again

that, so it seems, want to do nothing other than be

in the rigorous geometries of the Tondos, painted

what they are (whatever that turns out to be). Or,

more or less concurrently with the Constructions,

to come to these works from the other side of the

it is surely in this latter series that the self-sufficient

equation, here we would be confronted with objects

objectness and material ‘obdurateness’ invoked

that are insistently material, insistently constructed,

by Judd most palpably sets the agenda. Thornley

three-dimensional, irregular, multilateral – yet

has commented on his feeling, about the time the

also objects that seem entirely unable to divest

Constructions began, of wanting to escape the

themselves of such obviously pictorial giveaways as

atmospheric and quasi-naturalistic effects that the

the proliferation of flat, frontal, painted, coloured and

softer, more painterly Albus work still seemed to

mostly polychromatic surfaces. Objects that, from the

encourage – of wanting to escape reference, allusion

perspective of the author of ‘Specific Objects’, would

and illusionistic effects altogether.4 If the Albas, with

surely leave themselves open to the charge of falling

their fluid consistency and potential affinities with

victim to a reprehensible nostalgia for a defunct past

pictorial conventions pertaining to landscape,

where complexity, composition and (precisely) ‘parts’

still gave rise to metaphorical readings, what might

continue to play a big part in the ‘construction’ of an

a truly autonomous, truly literal painting look like?

artwork.

9
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Yet of course the real interest and drama of the Constructions lies in this very equivocation between ‘pure’
painting and the literal fact. Thornley in this series repeatedly plays off the pictorial and material aspects of the
works. If in Construction # 5 (1979), for example, or Construction # 7 (1981), the monochromatic colour forces
the viewer to search out the ‘real’ effects of light and shadow as they act on the work’s perceptually elusive
traits (crevices, divisions, irregularities of thickness, edges that have been cropped and angled in odd ways), in
a work like Construction # 5 (1980), on the other hand, the way the elements of the work have been shaped and
built up, layer upon layer, is not elided by the painting but accentuated by the stark colour differences. Colour
coding thus doubles the play of shapes and layers. Collage and bricolage, or their close relations, combine.
In the complex, Newman-ish Construction
# 14 (1980), a play between material and chromatic
differences creates a confusion that operates on
figure-ground relationships and on other levels.
Ambiguity does not just enter into the viewer’s
registration of visual distinctions between figure
and ground – the problem that often occupies high
modernist painting – but also into one’s perception
of where a given band begins and ends materially
and physically, as a piece of glued-on board: whether
it is ‘literally’ beneath or on top of, part of or cut
off from, the band or area it appears to adjoin, for
example. The fact that matters like these remain
delicate, not necessarily easy to discern, indicates
how a turn to emphatically three-dimensional objectmaking may entail a multiplication of ‘illusionistic
effects’ – the effects that in Judd’s scheme of
things bedevil the pictorial tradition – rather than the
Construction Study. 1981.
Gouache on paper. Image size: 200 x 155 mm.
Paper size: 240 x 250 mm. Collection of the artist.

minimisation or obliteration of such effects, as Judd
tends to assume. In Construction G and Construction
# 13, both from 1982, it is the anachronistic, yet
undeniably literal, character of the conventional
picture-frame, together with an emphasis on its
obdurate materiality and that of the pictorial field that
comes with it, that becomes the site or object of a
para-Minimalist intensification and exaggeration.

In Construction F and Construction G, both

purposes with regard to the arguments of Judd that

from 1982, late in the time-span of the Constructions

they in part take off from, the Constructions point

series, this excess and complication is taken further.

to an understanding of the art object in general, and

In these two works, figural and simultaneously

painting particularly, as never simply something single

material, quasi-sculptural ‘parts’ do not become

or ‘whole’. If it is the play of illusion and literalism,

whole but proliferate in an off-kilter articulation of

between the surface and the object, that make these

tilting asymmetries, chromatic disjunctions and jutting

works compelling, it is because they themselves

and colliding planes. One could think perhaps of the

are captivated, caught up, in this play – and in the

manic energy and excess of Picasso’s variations on

instability and uncertainty of objects, and of subjects

the compositional dynamics of Las Meninas. The

attempting to control them, that makes it possible.

drama that is played out in all the Constructions
between pictorialism and objecthood, illusion and
physical actuality, facticity and artifice, reaches a
kind of baroque apotheosis.
In some ways the Constructions might look
like an anomalous moment in Geoff Thornley’s
painting, a strangely aberrant episode in a career
mostly identified with approaches to painting that
do not stray into the vexed terrain of the nonmedium-specific or the zones of the ‘post-medium’
artwork or artist – to recall formulations that have
certainly become common currency for much late
twentieth-century and early twenty-first-century art,
and for a lot of thinking about art. Taken alongside
Thornley’s paintings prior to the Constructions,
and his work of the last two decades or so, this
series may appear to lack the delicacy and lyricism
characteristic of much of his other work. What such
perspectives would miss, however, is what makes
these works not only absorbing in their own terms
but relevant to continuing problems and debates
in contemporary art. These intensely ambiguous,
intensely slippery objects involve a complication
and unravelling of questions that remain at the
centre of recent developments inside and outside
painting. Deliberately or not, and probably at cross-

1. Clement Greenberg,
‘Modernist Painting’ (1960),
reprinted in Greenberg
(and John O’Brian, ed.),
Clement Greenberg: The
Collected Essays and
Criticism, Vol. 4, Modernism
with a Vengeance, 1957
-1969, Chicago and London:
University of Chicago Press,
1993, p. 91.
2. Donald Judd, ‘Specific
Objects’ (1965), reprinted
in James Meyer (ed.),
Minimalism, London:
Phaidon Press, 2000,
pp. 209-210.
3. Greenberg, ‘After Abstract
Expressionism’ (1962),
reprinted in Greenberg
(and O’Brian, ed.), Clement
Greenberg: The Collected
Essays and Criticism,
p. 131.
4. Personal communication,
April 2007.
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Construction # 12. 1981.
Oil on Canvas on Board. 1015 x 835 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Star Forts and Specialisms,
or, Geoff Thornley’s work with an
impossible and non-compliant real1
13

Allan Smith

In the Southern Sung capital of Hang-chou,
pigs could be heard squealing as they were
slaughtered not far from the Imperial Way.
An orderly world is threatened by chaos,
and every effort is made to contain it.
Yi-Fu Tan, Landscapes of Fear

In 1989 I was gripped by what I then interpreted as
Geoff Thornley’s commitment to the oppositional
force of formal abstract painting. At that time my
impression was that there was only moderate interest
in this country in what many saw as an anachronistic
hangover from the seventies, as an earnest, almost
geekish practice that carried little weight in the

Abstract painting was invented not as a
manifestation of art’s autonomy but in the
context of a way of thinking of art as a
fabricator of forms of life.
Jacques Rancière, in interview

It is an absurd splendour, however, since
the seascape is inhuman in its triumph…
Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier on Godard

brighter landscapes of postmodernity. There were
local variants of geometric abstraction which received
attention due to their ability to operate as fetishised
iconic images. Poised, self-ironising and quotational
abstraction started to appear from Australia. Very
little, however, seemed oppositional, or conflicted and
fraught, in the way that Thornley’s practice seemed
to be. Yet the sparse commentary that followed
Thornley’s work in the late ’eighties was unambitious.
As a rule Thornley’s practice was served by a type of
descriptive formalism which did nothing to refresh the
work; it was as though not that much was at stake,
as if everyone knew the tenets of self-referential
geometric abstraction, which only needed occasional
restating.
It was the combination of this apparent
anachronism with the obvious intensity of deliberated
manner in Thornley’s work that I felt gave it a
distinctive profile and significant point of difference
amidst the practices and doctrinal councils of
emergent postmodernism in our part of the world.
In the early 1990s local practice eventually started
catching up with the revisions and re-makings of
geometric formalism that had re-energised mid and

Construction Study. 1981.
Gouache on paper. Image size: 200 x 155 mm.
Paper size: 240 x 240 mm. Collection of the artist.

early twentieth century histories of abstraction in

specific and ambivalent painted object is antagonistic

Australia, the United States and Europe. By the

to illusions of narcissistic completeness.

end of the last century, any sort of abstraction,

In the Constructions, produced between the

geometric, installational, ironic or otherwise, had its

late-seventies and the mid-eighties, the aggressivity

group of fervent or cynical practitioners somewhere

of the practice was focused on what Mondrian

on the globe – all purveyors of image making, which

had called a ‘counter-striving’ of one element of

for an increasing number of artists and critics,

the work against the ‘tensing’ of another to assert

only served to prove that at the end of the day

each element’s independence and to maximise the

there was no critical difference between figuration

refractoriness of the work as a composite object.4

and abstraction. It all came down to personal

I thought when I first saw them, and I still believe

stylistic preference, as with modes of grooming or

now, that these works are quasi-architectural

historicised interior decor.

defensive formations, implacable self-fortifying

When Thornley said in the late ‘eighties

ensembles, before they are conversations with art

that his work was ‘aggressively against all other

history. Although the interrogated intricacies of formal

painting’, I believed he was voicing much more than

histories provide convincing and absorbing alibis, it is

stylistic territoriality; rather he was declaring the

the agonistic psychomachia, which is the precondition

psychological territory that each art object constructs

for these complex objects, that is more significant

for itself. By implication he was acknowledging

– that makes them ask more from us than mere

painting’s capacity to enact or embody distinct

recognition of any footnoting to modernist art history.

2

modes of being in the world, and that the work of

What is at stake here is recognising the

constructing what Jacques Rancière calls ‘forms of

difference between acknowledging there is blood

life’, is the real matter of art making.3 Thornley was

on the collage cutting room floor, on the one hand,

claiming that specificity and assertive particularity

and noting that a design modification has been made

are means to get some purchase on the otherness;

to a familiar product, on the other. The recounting

the strange, opaque difference of the world while

of small adjustments to the formal and material

the utopic reconciliation of all modes of art leads

parameters of modern painting – as new significances

only to homogeneity and a loss of languages. Before

accrue to the merging of figure and ground, to the

the parsing out of histories of influence and stylistic

all-over distribution of paint, to the abandonment of

adjustments, before any alignment with, or inflection

relational composition, to painting around the edge of

of, a Greenbergian modernism for instance, what

the stretcher, to painting on un-stretched canvas, to

counts is a painting’s status in the world as an

staining rather than painting the ground, or to actual

irresolvable conundrum of physical and psychical

perforation of the support – offers little in the way of

reality. The abstract painting as defined in Thornley’s

meaning outside a history of product development.

early mid-career practice is a difficult part-object. As

The inordinate critical weight that is given to such

a maddeningly incomplete and incompletable thing,

apparent milestones in the story of painting declares

as contradictory fragment in and of the world, the

both the displacement of painting’s engagement

15

intensity, urgency and concentration that foster forms
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of virtual autonomy as their necessary distance from
primary survival needs insulates them from aspects
of the real, yet enables them to deal indirectly and
allegorically with things that would be too costly and
chaotic to confront directly.
Thornley’s Constructions are real allegories,
divided equally between material and symbolic/
psychic space. Complex formations which augment
tensions at every point, they are like revetment
diagrams, braced frames, wedged corners, battered
walls, obstacles to vision, – all signs of the difficult,
resistant and impacted. They resemble plans of
Renaissance star forts designed to maximise the
walls’ compressive strength while facilitating the
most efficient enfilading fire. Or, those illustrations
Construction Study, 1981.
Gouache on paper. Image size: 204 x 165 mm.
Paper size: 310 x 310 mm. Collection of the artist.

of WWI trench systems that show a rifleman
amidst a cross-section of logs, battens and steps,
watching over a kill zone through his buttressed

with a reality outside of itself and the fierce desire

vision slot, juxtaposed with a bird’s eye view of the

to reinvest internal particulars with a compensatory

overall trench system’s defensive zigzag pattern.

intensity.

Paradoxically, through their implacable physicality

But then again, all the careful enumerations

the Constructions attempt an impossible capture

of formal moves that have made up the lore of

of the real and a fiercely vigilant protection from its

modern painting, are no different than the endlessly

anarchic intensity. In Thornley’s symbolic geometric

detailed categories and sub-categories that form the

fastnesses, the embattled psyche is both protected

accumulated history of any knowledge specialism;

and negated through subjugation by architectonics.

any specialism as exacerbated taxonomy, whether

Whereas, at some points in his career, Thornley has

it be the collecting of Wedgwood china; the life-

discussed the organisation of a painting as means to

long study of a sports team’s changing personnel

ease the passage of a gaze through the components

and fluctuating fortunes; or the academic study of

of a work, in different ways each Construction is

cottage industries in Brabant and Flanders during

assembled from constrictions, torques and traps for

the Middle Ages. Art, sport, and collecting are all

the gaze. Whereas I once wrote about these works

specialisms that depend on leisure and a certain

as achieving unity through a virtual clamping together

distance from base level requirements for human

of the parts, a form of fiercely imposed order, I now

survival. Such specialisms very often acquire an

think unity is a problem term, which needs qualifying

before it is applied too confidently to the different

turbulence and agonistic traits of earlier work have

motivations within Thornley’s oeuvre. The unity

been thoroughly internalised and integrated so as

of these works really consists in the unrelenting

to foster an acute and prolonged responsiveness

consistency of the drive to impacted intensity evident

shadowed by only the faintest tremors of watchful

in the artist’s attentive fabrication of each material

anxiety. In the Construction series, Thornley is still in

component, in the diagramming of all cuts and

contestation with the work, sympathetic to Camus’

displacements, in the closely watched antagonism

discussion in The Rebel of art’s perverse strivings to

between each part. Perhaps this is what Camus

contain the uncontainable. An argument that was as

refers to as the modern age’s pursuit of unity ‘to the

important to Thornley as Camus’, was Nietzsche’s

point of madness’; a ‘most provocative’ unity attained

in The Birth of Tragedy, especially in those sections

through an ‘intensity of negations’. In The Rebel,

where Nietzsche discusses the moment in tragic

which Thornley reread many times, Camus draws

performance when, as Thornley puts it, ‘the wall is

analogies between the intensity of unity sought in the

suddenly rent to vision and reality breaks through

abstracted and closed worlds of art and the ‘isolated

for an instant.’ 7

5

castles of Sade, … [the] prison, the nation behind
barbed wire, the concentration camps.’6
In reference to his early ‘seventies Albus works,

1. ‘Impossible and non-compliant

5. See my ‘Geoff Thornley:

real’, Jacqueline Rose in

The Controlling Gaze, 1968

Victor Burgin, ‘Geometry

-1974’ in Allan Smith, Six

and Abjection’, In/Different

Abstract Artists, unpublished

Spaces: Place and Memory

MA thesis, The University of

flat surface; however this fated confrontation with

in Visual Culture, Berkeley:

Auckland 1992, p. 24-54.

non-compliant limits only increased the compulsion

University of California Press,

Thornley used to say how the search for the literal
surface was always bound to end in failure, as there
was no such thing as the real, unequivocally literal,

to push toward an impossible conjunction. The much
admired hole in the tapered 1978 / 79 green painting
enacts a similar contradiction; it gains in power as the

1996, p. 46.
2. My source for all statements
by the artist are a series of
discussions I have had with

tilted surface runs toward it as toward a metaphysical

the author since 1991.

sinkhole giving access to the grail of a purely physical

3. Jacques Rancière, in ‘Art

6. Albert Camus, The Rebel,
Penguin Books Ltd.,
Harmondsworth 1965,
pp. 223, 221.
7. Thornley is paraphrasing
Friedrich Nietzsche,
translated, with commentary,

real. Of course, on close inspection the banality of

of the Possible: Fulvia

Walter Kaufman, The Birth

the wall asserts itself; paradoxically the modernist

Carnevale and John Kelsey

of Tragedy and The Case of

in conversation with Jacques

Wagner, New York: Vintage

Rancière’, Artforum, March

Books, 1967, pp. 56-57;

2007, p. 257.

130-135.

piercing of appearances only works as an idealist
proposition, as an illusion which inevitably fragments
into its constituent parts.
In comparison with the Constructions, Thornley’s
more recent bodies of work such as the 2004
Listening to Sight series, often convey a sense of
deep assuagement. In the later series it is as if the

4. Piet Mondrian, quoted in
Donald Kuspit, ‘Back to the
Future’, Artforum, Summer
1985, p. 91.
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Construction # 1. 1980.
Oil on paper on board. 1050 x 750 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # 14. 1980.
Oil on canvas on board. 980 x 750 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # 5. 1980.
Oil on paper on board. 1490 x 750 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # 6. 1980.
Oil on paper on board. 2100 x 1500 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # 9. 1981.
Oil on canvas on board. 2030 x 1670 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # E. 1981.
Oil on canvas on board. 430.x 460 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # 7. 1981
Oil on canvas on board. 1015 x 835 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # F. 1981.
Oil on canvas on board. 470 x 425 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # C. 1981.
Oil on canvas on board. 455 x 425 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # 1. 1982.
Oil on canvas on board. 1820 x 1680 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # 13. 1982.
Oil on canvas on board. 1087 x 1075 x 100 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # F. 1982.
Oil on canvas on board. 655 x 425 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # E. 1982.
Oil on canvas on board. 620 x 470 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # A. 1982.
Oil on canvas on board. 470 x 505 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # G. 1982.
Oil on canvas on board. 430 x 430 mm.
Collection of the artist.

Construction # 5. 1979.
Oil on paper on board. 500 x 385 mm.
Collection of the artist.

William McAloon talks with Geoff Thornley

Can we start with the small green work,
Construction painting, which you made in
1978. Did it surprise you, that you would
make something like this?
The green painting was a truly fascinating work.
It’s a work that I hold very dear because of the
way that it clarified, like a shot in the dark, how
important the wall was to me. When I cut the
hole and saw the wall, and had the perspective
of the angled plane receding into the wall, I
suddenly realised that I was thinking about things
totally differently. It excited me and meant that I
went on in that direction.

Chronologically the next work in the exhibition is
the white work, Construction # 5, which
further develops that relationship to the wall.
The white work is the spark for everything, really.
I can remember distinctly when I made it. It
fascinated me. After I made it I did a tracing of it,
made mock-ups of it in different ways, produced
drawings from it. It just fascinated me. For
instance, in the tracing I found that there was an
optical centre that was different from the actual
centre, and that this unsettled all the asymmetry
on the edges. It mightn’t be as stunning as the
green work, but it’s the work from which the
thinking for the others came.

What was the context from which it emerged?
This was a period in which I was definitely
reconsidering things. I had revisited the Albus
series, which I’d done in 1974. I’d started cutting
off the corners of paintings and doing the shaped
canvases, and in amongst that suddenly the green
painting appeared. This was also my period with
Petar Vuletic and he had a big impact on me. He
was didactic, he had theories, he had an eye that
he tested, and he seemed terribly alive. This was
his best period and I loved every moment of it.
So you wanted to make work that was worthy
of that eye?
He challenged me. It was a wonderful
relationship because Petar didn’t interfere with
the way I worked. I would invite him into my
studio when I wanted to and I would get his
critique. If I liked his critique or didn’t it didn’t
matter. We talked about art in general and about
New Zealand art in particular, which of course
Petar had very contentious views about. I think
he saw in me someone who also stood apart, so
we had a sort of comradeship.

What kind of thinking?
There were a lot of things that I suddenly had
to think about. Paint application, the way things
were made, all these had to change and I just
went for it. The structure of the Tondos and all
their variations came out of this little white work.
Later on it gave me other forms, even right
through to aspects of the Dyad series. There
were lots of things to be considered out
of this work and the Constructions wouldn’t
have happened in the way they did without it.
It’s interesting that it’s white, almost like a
process of purification.
Well, when I made these works they were all
white at the beginning of the process. When
they were gessoed, they were these perfectly
pearl-like things. I’d put them together and look
at them in what I call their dumb state, and then
they’d have colour applied to them. So I actually
didn’t want to do white works. I came at these
as a painter. Matisse is the model, if you like.
Colour is the key.
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You said you did drawings after you made the
work. Can you talk about the relationship of
drawing to the Constructions?
Right until 1972 I did virtually no drawing, just a
couple of minute sketchbooks with little charts of
how painting was to be. I put everything into the
painting then and it’s exactly the same now. But
in this period I suddenly had to chart things out
and so there were copious amounts of drawings
where all the ideas were double-checked. When
I started to deal with the colour, I’d make little
models with gouache on Steinbach paper stuck
together with tape to get some idea of what I
wanted at the start of the process. I would have
these on the wall and by elimination find the one
I wanted to make. And then it became a total
commitment, because the making process was
so elaborate, with cutting them out, sheathing
them with canvas, gessoing them and then, after
all that, having to paint them.
The works don’t bear the weight of that process
and I think that part of the reason for this is
the colours. Were you working with any sort
of colour theory or was it more intuitive?
I don’t think there was a theory there as such. I
did read about colour at the time, I read Albers
and so on, but I would test these things on an
intuitive level. I actually find the question quite
difficult because how I feel about colour is highly
personal. There are paintings that mean a great
deal to me for their colour. Matisse’s Red studio
is one, and so is Newman’s Vir heroicus sublimus
with that unbelievable, almost lickable red. I’ve
just read a review of Twombly’s latest works and
it talks about his reds, and I just want to jump
on the next plane and go and see them. That’s
as much as I can say, because there’s a purely
emotional thing about colour.

Did the Constructions allow you to branch out
with colour? The Albus series and other
works of the 1970s are quite muted and
restrained. There’s a lot of grey.
Well, colour comes and goes and in recent years
I suppose it’s come and gone. I’ve always had
an interest in the monochromatic that I go back
to, and I’ll work in that for a while and become
very obsessed with it. Colour really takes off
in 1986 with the Dyad series and the works
from 1985 that run up to them. They are the
most truly colouristic works I ever did. But even
with paintings that people think of as black and
white, they’re not. The interest in colour is still
there. The big Tondo that’s in Te Papa, that’s not
black and white, it’s a kind of charcoally-blueyblack and a Naples-ey white, which I use a lot.
Everything is adjusted. There’s never anything
taken straight from the tube. Again, this is the
painter in me. It’s also there in the way that the
surface is applied.
Can we talk about the surfaces? The Constructions
have a porousness that integrates the colour
into the surface of the painting.
I’m glad you use the word porous because I’ve
always adjusted the medium of the paint and
the brushstroke so that it has a slightly open
feel across the surface. It’s not a hard skin. I
have a problem with oil paint because of the
skin. In fact, there’s a lot of oil painting I dislike
because of that hard skin. It’s paint that looks
like linoleum.
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Albus Vertical # 14. 1974.
Mixed media on paper on canvas. 1785 x 565 mm.
Collection of the Jennifer B. Gibbs Trust.

Construction # 4. 1979-80.
Oil on paper on board. 1055 x 885 mm.
Collection of the Jennifer B. Gibbs Trust.

In these works you use very regular brushstrokes,
and they remain visible on the surface of the
painting.
It’s an important part of the works. I would
either end on a vertical stroke or a horizontal
stroke, which would become the dominant
inflection right across the plane. Normally it’s
a vertical stroke, because it’s bound up in the
way you stand and look at the work and the way
your eye goes over the plane. The works are
predominantly upright and I often put the weight
at the top and the lightness at the base. I have
a thing about weight at the top. It makes the
work swing on the wall. As soon as the weight
goes to the base, it has that landscape feel. The
stroking has a lot to do with that, and this is
something that has gone from this work into my
new work. It’s the part of me that’s the painter.
It’s interesting that you use the word ‘stroking’
to describe the brushstroke. It’s a very
intimate term.
Well, it is personal. It’s something that comes
from me. I don’t think people realise just how
important that surface is to me in these works.
If it’s damaged, I actually consider that the work
is gone. If it came to my studio for restoration I’d
have to repaint the whole thing, because that’s
the way it’s made. That’s the quality of these
works. It’s a part of their vulnerability and their
delicacy, which I love.

We’ve talked about the painterly aspect of the
works and colour and drawing as well.
There’s another aspect of the making of the
works I’d like to talk about and that’s how
they were put together.
All the small models were made on the floor
with pieces of cut and shaped ply. The pieces
were placed on top of each other, manoeuvred,
manipulated, moved around. Normally there was
a principle that sparked how I would make that
arrangement – a diagonal cut from one corner
to the other, an asymmetry, a perfect square –
something. Each work started like that, then it
moved to some sort of resolution or played with
the idea, testing what it would do and where
it would go. There was no thought of them
becoming bigger at this stage. I’d have the big
works on the go in another part of the studio,
but these were done with a completely different
attitude. As soon as I’d decide to carry one
through, then I’d start to take it into the technical
process of sheathing the ply pieces with canvas,
putting the screws in the back so they could
be mounted and formed, and so on. But in the
beginning, which was the most delightful stage,
they’d sit on the floor and get manipulated.
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Construction Study. 1980.
Gouache on paper. Image size: 150 x 120 mm.
Page size: 240 x 250 cm. Collection of the artist.

So the work would be taken apart, painted, and
put back together?
It was a conceptual process and that is really
part of why they are called Constructions. When
I dismantled them, I had to maintain the whole
in my mind and think about how I was to bring
it back together. I’d paint each panel separately
and have to think about how they would look
when they came back into conjunction. That’s
the truly constructive aspect to them. It’s not
like a painting where you have the one plane up
in front of you and however much you work at
different aspects of it, you have the whole there
with you all the time.
What was it like when the work came back
together?
It could be a shock. After weeks of work
putting them together, I’d find out if they had
succeeded or not. Sometimes I would have to
take a panel back and redo it, but I was open
to surprises because when you add volume
and size to colour, everything changes. The
tensions change, all sorts of things change.
It changes from a linear drawing. It’s a bit like
Ingres’ drawings. They are very unpainterly, but
they say still something about him as a painter.
The Constructions, when they were sitting in
their dumb state, were like delicate drawings.
When I applied the paint, they became robust.
They became something else. They were full of
surprises and this was part of what I loved about
the activity.

Did the freedom in the process of making the
small Constructions spill over into the larger
works or were those more determined?
As I got deeper and deeper into the process I
began to understand that there was an intensity
that I had to maintain all the way through. There
was a discipline the work required that was
enormous. I have discipline, but I found I really
needed it during this period. When I did the
models I was more relaxed compared to making
the bigger works, with all the physical effort
involved. Consequently, some of the models are
quite eccentric. That eccentricity is I think a
quality in the works, and it’s a quality to be
cherished. When I was talking to you about
having this show and bringing this work out,
I said ‘you’ll be interested in seeing some of
these, they’re quite eccentric’. It’s the way
I’ve been thinking about them. But that’s now.
At the time I just did them.
How did you determine what happened when
the works got larger? Looking at the box-like
Construction G, it changed considerably when
it turned into Construction # 13. The form
is the same but the colour is quite different.
Sometimes when an elaborate colour scheme
in a reduced scale is made larger it can become
trivial. So here I had to reduce the colour. It went
a little monochromatic, a little sombre, but then
I think the feeling in the work is a little sombre,
the way it’s thick and monumental on the wall.
One could say that something in the model didn’t
come off in the big work and regret that, or, one
could say that it became something different.
The colour made it something different.
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The Constructions were done in three scales,
essentially small, medium and large, with
the models at the smallest scale and the
three big works in this show among the
largest of all the Constructions. Was it
difficult to get the scales right?
The idea of scale in painting was very much
in the air during this period. The three scales
were worked out with the Tondos, although
only one of the large ones was ever made, and
that’s the one in Te Papa. At that size, the scale
is absolutely right because the work starts to
expand. Expansion became a big issue in the
Constructions towards the end, whereas the
earlier works are about compression. So this is
where this begins in my work, where I started
taking an idea and testing it through different
scales to see what happens. It’s something I
still do. In my new paintings I find small works
unbelievably difficult to do, and the larger scale
is where I’m natural. The issues change with the
smaller work. The questions have shifted and
the answers have shifted. But there is scale that
I arrived at at different times, which you can see
in the Dyads and in the Albuses, somewhere
between easel painting and something else.
It’s a scale I’m very at ease with. It’s comfortable.

With the complexities of production for these
works it’s also a manageable scale.
The practicalities of making something as
large as the work with the grey triangle,
Construction # 9, would be considerable.
Yes, it was and I made them also in spite of
everything. These Constructions wouldn’t have
a home outside of my studio. I made them for
myself. But these were my didactic years. I
didn’t care about that as an issue. I don’t actually
care about it now, to be honest. If that’s the scale
it has to be then that’s the scale it’s going to
be. It’s interesting with that big work, the way it
spreads the eye across the surface. It changes.
All of these things were like discoveries. But
that’s the whole thing with an artist’s career.
Each work is a link in the chain of discovery.
You’re changing and discovering things and
you’re going on. You’re going on with this activity
and these things all help you understand a bit
more. One of the most valuable things ever said
to me about the activity of being an artist was
by Milan Mrkusich. He said the problem is selfconsciousness. And it is because that’s what
grows, and it can be the most interfering thing
in terms of the activity.

Dyad # 10. 1986.
Oil on canvas on board. 1125 x 1125 mm.
The Fletcher Trust Collection.
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The small works seem quite unselfconscious.
Is that why they weren’t exhibited, because
they were they made for you rather than for
anyone else?
One of the Tondo shows had some of the
models in it. There was a little side room to the
gallery, and Petar said ‘let’s put a couple of these
works in there’. I said, ‘well those are not for
sale’. Then under great pressure, they went. I
don’t know where one of them is now, but the
other I do and when I sold it I said to the family
that bought it, ‘you know I love this work, it’s
only for you’. That’s the way I felt about them.
They weren’t to go from the studio. They were
the works that fed my other works. They fed me
in the way that I needed to be fed.

Looking back after 25 years, do you think that you
exhausted the possibilities in these works?
Sometimes – I think it’s probably true for all
artists – you look at a body of work that belongs
to a period from which you’ve moved on and you
think, ‘gosh, I got through that very quickly and
now I’m on to this’, and you could have done
something more, but that’s the way it’s been.
You’ve done something and it’s led you to do
something else and you’ve just got to follow. It’s
all bound up with that intuition, and the fact of it
is that painting requires faith in intuition. If you
lose your faith in that, you are actually lost.
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Construction # 11, Tondo. 1981.
Oil on canvas on board. Diameter: 1900 mm.
Collection of Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa.

Catalogue list of works in the exhibition
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1.	Construction/Painting. # 18.
1978-79.
Oil on paper on board.
570 x 540 mm.
2.	Construction # 5. 1979.
Oil on paper on board.
500 x 385 mm.
3.	Construction # 1. 1980.
Oil on paper on board.
1050 x 750 mm.
4.	Construction # 5. 1980.
Oil on paper on board.
1490 x 750 mm.
5.	Construction # 6. 1980.
Oil on paper on board.
2100 x 1500 mm.
6.	Construction # 14. 1980.
Oil on canvas on board.
980 x 750 mm.
7.	Construction # 7. 1981
Oil on canvas on board.
1015 x 835 mm.

8.	Construction # 9. 1981
Oil on canvas on board.
2030 x 1670 mm.

15. Construction # 1. 1982.
		 Oil on canvas on board.
		 1820 x 1680 mm.

9.	Construction # 12. 1981.
Oil on canvas on board.
1015 x 835 mm.

16. Construction # E. 1982.
		 Oil on canvas on board.
		 620 x 470 mm.

10.	Construction # B. 1981.
Oil on canvas on board.
450 x 440 mm.

17. Construction # F. 1982.
		 Oil on canvas on board.
		 655 x 425 mm.

11. 	Construction # C. 1981.
Oil on canvas on board.
455 x 425 mm.

18. Construction # G. 1982.
		 Oil on canvas on board.
		 430 x 430 mm.

12.	Construction # E. 1981.
Oil on canvas on board.
430 x 460 mm.

19.	Construction # 13. 1982.
Oil on canvas on board.
1087 x 1075 x 100 mm.

13. Construction # F. 1981.
		 Oil on canvas on board.
		 470 x 425 mm.

All works courtesy of the Artist
and Vavasour/Godkin Gallery.

14.	Construction # A. 1982.
Oil on canvas on board.
470 x 505 mm.

Biography

Geoff Thornley was born in Levin in 1942. He studied
painting at the Elam School of Fine Arts and recalls
Louise Henderson as his most influential teacher
there. After graduating with Honours in Painting
in 1965, he held his first one person exhibition,
Ocean-Within, at Barry Lett Galleries, Auckland in
1967. These figurative, quietly surrealist paintings
were well received and one was purchased by
Auckland City Art Gallery. Thornley left New Zealand
for London shortly afterwards, intent on seeing art
but also re-establishing himself as an abstract painter.
The large gestural Lintel of an ocean works
of 1968-9 announced this new direction, and also
marked the beginning of Thornley’s experimentation
with various media on paper. This culminated in the
Albus series of paintings of 1974-5, in which fugitive,
largely monochromatic surfaces are played off against
an underlying grid. The Albus series featured as New
Zealand’s contribution to the 13th Bienal de São Paulo
in 1975.
It was at this time that Thornley began showing
at Petar/James Gallery, one of a number of abstract
artists, including Milan Mrkusich, Gordon Walters, Ian
Scott and Richard Killeen, that the critic and art dealer
Petar Vuletic gathered to his stable. In 1981 Thornley
had three back-to-back exhibitions at the Petar/
James Gallery, one of which was the first showing
of the constructions. The constructions dominated
for the next decade, as Thornley worked through
various series – Tondo, Alba, Dyad, Cipher, and others
– before again changing direction again in the late
1990s.

That direction, a move back to pure painting, is
apparent in works such as his recent series Listening
to sight. It is characterised by understatement and
intelligence, and surfaces that seem, as curator
Justin Paton noted, to pulse with light from within.
Thornley’s work is held in many public and
private collections, including Auckland Art Gallery
Toi o Tamaki, the Chartwell Collection, the Museum
of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, Fletcher Trust
Collection, Rutherford Trust Collection, Paris Family
Collection and the Jennifer Gibbs Trust. Thornley is
represented by Vavasour Godkin Gallery, Auckland
and Mark Hutchins Gallery, Wellington. He lives in
Auckland.
William McAloon
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