
 

 

JAMES GLEESON INTERVIEWS: HECTOR GILLILAND 

Circa 1979 

JAMES GLEESON: Hector, you’ve given us this catalogue which gives us a 
great deal of clear, factual, biographical detail, but there are just a few questions I 
would like to ask you that aren’t here and helps to round out the picture 
presented by this catalogue. First of all, you were born in 1911 in Launceston, 
and you studied first when you came to Sydney in 1935. Is that right? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, actually I was brought to Sydney from Launceston 
when I was about four or five years of age. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Apart from 11 years spent in Canberra, I’ve spent most of 
my time in Sydney; was overseas, of course, for 18 months or so. It would have 
been during the First World War that I was brought up to Sydney, around about 
1915–16. I can remember being in Tasmania during the early period of the war. 

JAMES GLEESON: When did you know that you wanted to be an artist? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, I’m not quite sure when I knew that I wanted to be 
an artist. I can only recall specifically that at a certain stage, after I’d been 
working for some time, my ambition seemed to be to draw or paint something 
which was good enough to put in a frame and exhibit. But I can remember that 
when I was first brought up from Launceston drawing on amounts of family 
photographs, probably trains and things like that, and being interested in what 
they called art at primary school in Leichhardt when we drew–what?–apples and 
pears and bananas with coloured chalk. But I can recall perhaps the beginnings, 
which would have been more or less unconsciously rather than intentional desire 
were concerned, being interested enough to spend my pocket money on, I 
suppose, colouring-in books and Reeves Greyhound Pastels and things like that. 
I can remember my father encouraging me by first giving me two early 20th 
century copies of the Royal Academy Illustrated. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. Was there interest in your family in art? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, not specifically. 

JAMES GLEESON: No. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I remember my father telling me that a friend of his 
father’s remarked on one occasion that he should be given some art training. I 
can’t remember exactly why, but I know that he did encourage my activities. 
Later on when I’d got past the colouring-in book stage and was drawing outdoors 
on my own accord, he was particularly encouraging in, I suppose, a negative 
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sense, in that he saw me doing things now and again and he’d say to me, ‘Why 
are you wasting your time with things like that? Aren’t you interested in art?’. In 
other words, the sort of drawing I did or the sort of thing I was making with my 
hands was not satisfactory in the art context as far as he was concerned.  

JAMES GLEESON: I see.  

HECTOR GILLILAND: Beyond that, so far as the family is concerned, all I can 
remember of any significance was my mother writing when I was in Canberra 
and saying that she had been very impressed by the Dobell portrait of Joshua 
Smith. She didn’t know why it should have been important to her but she did feel 
that it was a very important painting. Otherwise I was on my own until I found out, 
I think it was one particular childhood friend was also interested, and we’d go out 
sketching together in the city. It was around about that stage, I think, that I had 
this desire to do something which was good enough to put in a frame and exhibit. 
I didn’t undertake any art training until 1935 when I went to East Sydney and I 
think just to get an entrée into the art school, the National Art School as we called 
it, did commercial art under Roy Davies. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, we were there at the same time. I was there in 1935. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Were you? 

JAMES GLEESON: Thirty-four, ’35, ’36, at the tech. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: What were you doing then, Jim?  

JAMES GLEESON: Well, I started the general course first, you know, to begin 
with. Roy Davies I had, and Phyllis Shillito and Blacksmith and Silversmith, you 
know, the two Smiths, and Gunter. So it must have been exactly the same time. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well.  

JAMES GLEESON: We’d have been in different years. I was there a year earlier. 
I started, I think, in ’34. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, then again, you’d have had to be going to night 
classes I think to have crossed my path. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh, you were a night student? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes. You know, as indicated in the catalogue biography, I 
was working as a draftsman in the public service and I went to art school at night. 
Well, anyhow, if I may round off the answer to that particular question. As I said, I 
went to the art school in 1935 and did commercial art with Roy Davies for part of 
a year, and then went into the drawing classes, antique and life. By 1937 I 
apparently achieved that first ambition by having work accepted by the Australian 
Watercolour Institute. I first exhibited with them in 1937 while I was a student. 
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JAMES GLEESON: I see. Well, our first work by you is dated 1939, so that’s 
only two years after that first work that was exhibited. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: That’s right. I can remember very well doing that. That’s 
in Leichhardt. 

JAMES GLEESON: Is it? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I don’t know if it would be recognisable any more 
because of the development in the area. But in those days, well, it does look as 
though the foreshore was being developed there. But we had all sorts of boat 
sheds and boat builders and what have you around the shore there and 
undeveloped areas, you know, rock and grass coming right down to a sandy 
beach instead of sea wall. I suppose that has particular significance in the sense 
that it’s basically drawing with a very fragile sort of watercolour wash. Basically 
outline drawing. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: It’s pencil and wash, isn’t it, that one? 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, that’s right, and some watercolour, yes. It’s much 
closer to the tradition of the English watercolour technique. It seemed to me as I 
look over your work, there are several distinct phases linked, I suppose, by a 
common factor but quite distinct nonetheless. You moved through here to sort of 
rather a style that probably was influenced by Cézanne, was it? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes, he was a very important influence. I’ll mention that 
later, if you don’t mind, in the right temple sequence. But I can recall at this time 
when I did that one, Morning sketch it’s called— 

JAMES GLEESON: That’s right, yes, Morning sketch 1939. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, I say I remember, but in retrospect I’m aware of the 
fact that I think like most students of that time we naturally found standards 
outside ourselves. You know, we were in a way historically aware and we found 
standard or criteria to appeal in the old masters to a great extent. Then, as I look 
back, I can recall that I then became more interested in living painters. There had 
to be an English influence because most of the literature we were getting was 
being published in England and we were getting magazines like the Artist and 
Studio and things like that. I should say, the first influence had to be English for 
that very reason. I now know that when I look at a thing like that, which is a very 
gentle sort of thing, that I was even attracted to the work of Charles Lamb as well 
as painters like Augustus John and Wilson Steer and Vanessa Bell and Duncan 
Grant. Charles Lamb, mainly in his portraits of course was a very, very gentle 
painter. Now, this might be just coincidences but I wouldn’t be at all surprised if 
that, you know, should not rebel in that regard.  
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JAMES GLEESON: Yes, in the gentleness of the touch and the handling of the 
subject. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes, you know, watercolour then was a very fragile sort 
of medium for most of us. But I take it too that the reliance upon the line, the 
pencil line, to a great extent would stem from my concentration on life drawings. 
See I didn’t do any painting at the tech. I did a bit of etching under John Godson, 
but I concentrated on life drawing at night and I think I went into still life painting 
in monochrome class with Harvey, but I gave that away very quickly. Partly, I 
think, because of physical difficulties of painting at night, but I think even at that 
stage I had a feeling that I didn’t want anybody to be teaching me how to paint 
and eventually I’d find my own way, and that I’d concentrate on the discipline of 
drawing. Well, most of the drawing in the life class was very three-dimensional, of 
course. But I was still doing quite a bit of linear drawing and that is one example 
where the watercolour was added. Of course, another thing about that and any 
work of that period would be that I was obviously interested in the generalities of 
light, you know, time of day, and season and weather and things like that. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. Well, you made it quite clear. I call you Morning sketch 
so it’s morning light that you’re concerned with. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I was very much concerned with that sort of thing at the 
time. 

JAMES GLEESON: Hector, the next one, chronologically speaking, is this 
Landscape from Acton. Now, that is very much more a watercolour rather than a 
drawing touched with watercolour, isn’t it? I mean, you’re not conscious of the 
line in the same way that you are in that earlier one. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: No, the only comparison you can draw, I suppose, would 
be by reference to the edginess perhaps. Although it is a dull day, a threatening 
sort of day, and there is a fair amount of soft edge. There is also a reliant upon 
varieties of value in there, which in a way tends to relate a little to that. So I 
wasn’t aware of it at the time; it’s only seeing the photographic— 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. It was only four years later. You lived and worked for 
quite a few years in Canberra, around Canberra? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Between 10 and 11 years. 

JAMES GLEESON: From what date? When did you first go there? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I went there in August 1942. As a matter of fact, I spent 
the war years there under doctor’s orders and manpower arraignment, you know, 
with nothing more serious than a bad knock on the head. But the army didn’t 
want me in my condition and Canberra did apparently, for some reason or other. 
I had a job that I was wanted for by manpower. So I spent the remainder of the 
war years there. 
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JAMES GLEESON: You studied philosophy at the ANU. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I studied philosophy at the ANU. No, as a matter of fact, 
the ANU was only being established while I was in Canberra. What we had when 
I was studying philosophy was the Canberra University College, which handled 
the Melbourne University courses. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: So that we were more or less external students of 
Melbourne University. 

JAMES GLEESON: All this time you painted in and around Canberra? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I was painting in and around Canberra and that meant, of 
course, out of Canberra within bicycling distance in those days, and over at 
Queanbeyan. When I went off on annual leave I did some painting at Ettalong 
and, more importantly, I think at South West Rocks out of Kempsey.  

JAMES GLEESON: Were they all watercolours at this stage? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, they were mainly watercolours. I was doing a few 
oils, one of which is in the Art Gallery of New South Wales collection, Summer 
morning, which was a painting on Kay’s farm, now covered by the lake. That, by 
the way, was recommended by Bill Dobell for purchase by the gallery. I wasn’t 
doing any large-scale work in oil, mainly because of the business of having to 
cart stuff around on a bicycle. But I was doing enough to send the occasional oil 
down to Sydney for exhibition. But it was mainly watercolour. I think there were 
two reasons for that. You know, one was the matter of convenience that I 
mentioned. The other one was that I was feeling in a particular way about my 
awareness of nature and landscape, and watercolours seemed the right medium 
for me to be using. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see, yes. Were you aware of, you know, of Cézanne’s 
work at this stage? Because I notice a little later in those Kingston paintings, 
there is a quality that seems to me to be reminiscent of Cézanne, I suppose. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes, I was, as a matter of fact. At that particular time Paul 
Haefliger, I think–yes, I’m certain–once remarked in a review of work in the 
Watercolour Institute that the mantle of Cézanne rested lightly on my shoulders. 
He was apparently singling me out as a promising watercolourist at least. But he 
made that particular remark. I think it was a little bit wide of the mark because I 
have never got around to attempting to understand what Cézanne was all about. 
But I do recall while I was in Sydney, and this would be in the very early days of 
the war when we had that French exhibition out here.  

JAMES GLEESON: Oh yes, yes. 
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HECTOR GILLILAND: I was working as a draftsman then at the Registrar-
General’s Department, and every lunch hour for a week I went down to the 
gallery and I looked— 

JAMES GLEESON: Was this 1939 or the one after the war? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: No. It would be the ’39 one because, if I remember rightly 
from my reading, the exhibition had to be put in the basement of the gallery, it 
couldn’t be sent back. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, the Murdoch Age won the (inaudible). 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, there was work by Cézanne in that, and there was 
one landscape which attracted me particularly and I spent a week of lunch hours 
just looking at it, you know. In the first place it attracted me because of its surface 
quality, although I couldn’t have used these terms at the time. I recollect it having 
something of the surface tension of impressionism, but going right beyond it. The 
surface of the painting, you know, the combination of the shapes and values and 
their interactions, was the thing that made me sit down and just look with a sort of 
open contemplative gaze at the thing. Gradually I got the feeling that here was an 
example of new knowledge, of a new structure, and a totally new feeling for 
landscape. I was only just getting the sort of general impression of landscape 
and then the detail of landscape. Well, it was only relatively detailed but 
sufficiently for one to be able to identify trees and rocks and what have you. 
Gradually I became aware of that. I distinctly recall that not one sort of 
awareness or stimulus replaced another. That each succeeding one has been 
added to the first, you know, so that finally at the end of the week I’d had the 
richest experience I’d ever had looking at a work of art. 

JAMES GLEESON: It was an extraordinary exhibition all told. But that was the 
picture in it that— 

HECTOR GILLILAND: That was the picture which made the exhibition for me. 
As a matter of fact, I can’t recall any other painting in the exhibition. I must have 
looked at the whole show, of course, at some stage or other. But when it came 
to, well, say remarks like Paul Haefliger’s about the mantle of Cézanne resting 
lightly on my shoulders. Well, what I was on about, although I was aware of the 
sort of Cézanne image, I knew that I didn’t see landscape the way Cézanne saw 
it. But the way I did see it in spatial terms probably caused me to make physical 
statements with my brush which could have been related to the sort of thing 
Cézanne did with his brush. But what I sensed at the time was that my 
awareness of nature was essentially one of space, although I did deal with the 
identities in landscape of tree and water and rock and cloud and what have you. 
It was always the quality of space which had, even before I went to the centre at 
one stage, a vastness and a timelessness. It meant that even in one stage at 
Canberra when maybe I was influenced by Cézanne in the sense that I became 
more aware of tensions between things in the landscape and began to 
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geometricise the shapes in the landscape, the sort of thing which hadn’t 
happened at the stage of the two watercolours we were looking at. What was I on 
about? The influence by Cézanne, I suppose, in that sense; there was a certain 
geometry began to emerge. But at the same time, although I was making a more 
for me dynamic statement about landscape, I still sensed that there was a 
stillness in–this was the timelessness and the universality–in what I was looking 
at and in what I was putting down on paper. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: No matter how active I try to become with my drawing of 
shapes, I still sensed that there was a— 

JAMES GLEESON: A timelessness, a stillness. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: A timelessness and a stillness. 

JAMES GLEESON: That’s a quality that comes out very strongly in your later 
work. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, I’m more away of it now, I think, at least in a vague 
philosophical sense, which we might get around to talking about later. I think this 
would have to stem from the fact that I can remember, oh, even as quite a young 
lad at school, feeling an affinity with nature. You know, I’d even sit on the fence in 
the backyard and look away towards the west at clouds and what have you, 
overlooking the urban context at that time. As I grew older I know that I had 
periods of quite long and deep contemplative awareness, which made me totally 
unaware of myself. You know, it wasn’t a matter of something being out there; it 
was in me. 

JAMES GLEESON: You’d become part of— 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I had become of it and later on I arrived at a very 
comfortable personal philosophy of man being nature’s self-awareness. But the 
point was I was from my very early days able to become completely absorbed by 
nature. As a matter of fact, on one occasion when I was out painting with the 
schoolmate I mentioned earlier in a general way, we went up outside North 
Richmond, up the Hawkesbury towards the Nepean. He had a little job to do on 
the car at the end of the day and I was supposed to cook the meal. There was a 
lagoon at the back of where we were camping and I went to get some water in 
the waterbag. I can remember, well, as a matter of fact I had a tendency to 
verbally express my experiences at that particular time; I still do it now and again. 
I have a written statement about this particular experience. But I filled the water 
bag and stood up and suddenly became so involved in what was happening, 
looking and listening, that I could have been asleep more or less so far as the 
everyday world was concerned. The only thing that really brought me back to 
awareness of where I was was the drip, drip, drip, you know, from the water bag 
into the water. The result was that when I came back to our little camping spot I 
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was torn to shreds by my mate because I’d been away so long and he wanted to 
know what the bloody hell I’d been doing. I should have been back cooking the 
dinner. 

JAMES GLEESON: Hector, can I just interrupt now and jump forward out of 
sequence to your very abstract later work. You say all your life you’ve identified, 
been aware of nature and so aware that it’s become part of you. When you 
moved into abstract work, were you in fact expressing the same things in the 
abstract form, or were they simply abstract from, say, a mathematical point of 
view? Was nature still involved in your abstract? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, at the earlier stage when I began to go abstract, as 
it were, this is very much so, and I think it still is as a matter of fact. But quite 
precisely what happened was that when I was over in England in ’53, ’54, I met 
Alan Davie and talked to him about his work, but only after I’d seen an exhibition 
of his work in which I’d been moved by one painting in particular. As a matter of 
fact, I was about to walk out of the exhibition because the situation was so alien 
to me in painting terms that I couldn’t get to grips with anything. I thought, ‘Well, I 
better give him another chance’ and I stayed. Then suddenly I realised that there 
was a painting there which was just a couple of big shapes with a broad line 
running through it. It became very significant as a human experience. It seemed 
to me to say in humanistic terms, which is something entirely different from what 
Jackson Pollock did in his later years. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Although they were classified as belonging to the same 
school of action painting; loosely, I suppose. Well, I think it was a confirmation 
rather than a new realisation because I had been worrying about the numerical 
quantity of things that were necessary to make up a painting. I certainly was 
particularly aware anyhow on this occasion that a bare minimum of shapes, say, 
two shapes and a line in the area of the canvas could say an awful lot about 
human awareness. Well, then in Paris I saw some of the work of Nicholas de 
Staël and the best of that moved me very deeply too. It was just after that that I 
saw Wall in the Rue de Vaugirard, which you remarked rather nicely upon on one 
occasion when I exhibited it. I suddenly realised that–to go a little beyond the 
answer to your question–I had a tremendous urge to get away from everything, 
especially the old stuff, you know, the historical monument, the museum, the 
contents, everything which had been done by anybody else. I’m still pretty sure 
that the beginning of abstract painting in relation to landscape was beginning. 
Because as I see the situation now in hindsight, what I came to do–not for a few 
years until after I’d been back a while–what I came to do was find in nature, or in 
my environment, some sort of abstract reality which was obviously made 
available to me because of the abstract forms of painting that I’d been looking at. 
Then of course I modified that, what I call abstract reality, into a sort of abstract 
painting. I think you will find in one of the paintings you’ll refer to later a beginning 
of this sort of activity. So that even now, while I’m painting these strictly 
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geometrical things, sometimes I might be aware of the possibility of the image 
reifying a particular sort of human experience. But I still relate it–and this to a 
certain extent is confirmed by the name of the series I’ve been doing for quite a 
while, the Saqqâra series–that that sort of work even stemmed from some sort of 
awareness of the world around me. Because when I was coming back to 
Australia, I remember looking from the ship as we came through the canal across 
in the direction of Cairo and the area south of there, and imagining the 
geographical situation without seeing it. Sometime after I’d been back in Sydney, 
I did an abstract watercolour which was quite experimental; it was never 
exhibited, you know, it was rather heavy handed. But it suddenly struck me that a 
lot of the content of that had to be related to this active imagination on the ship. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. Yes, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Later on, quite recently, just about three years ago, I read 
some stuff about Saqqâra. 

JAMES GLEESON: You’d never been to Saqqâra? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I’d never been there. But I just had the feeling that, you 
know, it was some sort of Egyptian quality. Again, I can recall when I was in Paris 
being deeply moved by the Egyptian hieroglyphs down in the basement. I have a 
feeling, you know, that these different experiences of nature as such and of my 
environment gradually fed into the later things. So that for that reason I would 
answer your question in the affirmative and say that even this work I’m doing now 
does relate to my awareness and feeling for nature. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, this seems to me the constant thread that’s gone from 
the earliest work right through, and although in surface appearance it’s changed, 
there is that common factor which deepens and changes and grows with time, 
but is a link between the earliest and the latest work. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, I think that is very important. I mean, one is never 
sure of course that one is reaching a particular point of achievement. In a general 
way I’m quite sure that I’ve never really changed, even when I was making 
certain delegations. For instance, during a possible Abstract Expressionist 
period, I was still not making many gestural statements. I was structuring what I 
was doing so that it wasn’t really Abstract Expressionism, and I was still 
dependant upon my sensations, visual sensations, in doing that sort of thing. But 
I believe that an artist really develops intellectually; that he has a potential, say, 
in the early days. If he achieves that potential early in life I think he finishes early 
in life. The potential is a matter of feeling awareness; not just the ability to 
communicate what you feel. If it is a matter of very early on having the particular 
feeling of awareness and knowing it, I think all that you can look forward to is a 
sort of physical development in your painting. Sadly, I feel this happened to 
people like Alan Davey. Their work became sleeker and better painted, but there 
was no gradual development of the— 
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JAMES GLEESON: The person? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: The person. I feel at the moment, now that I’m not doing 
any teaching and having had a grant–as you’d know–to work under, I haven’t to 
be honest done the amount of painting that I think I should have done and 
wanted to do originally. But I did find myself going through quite a justifiable 
process of looking right back to my school days, remembering what sort of thing I 
was good at, say, at school where my prime interests lay, and finding that those 
beginnings were an indication of the end towards which I’m working. You, I think, 
mentioned the mathematical approach perhaps in recent work, did you? Did you 
use the word mathematical? 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, I did, or geometric. But I meant it more in the sense of 
mathematic, measure, control, order, rather than feeling response. You know, the 
opposite to the reaction based on feeling. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes. Well, I think, Jim, this is crucial so far as I’m 
concerned as an individual. You use the word ‘measure’. Well, the Greeks were 
notorious for that and the work I saw in the Louvre, the Hellenistic sculptures and 
whatnot, I thought were marvellously living things. You know, despite the 
inherent and originating sensuality, there was this beautiful intellectual control on 
the statement, so that I like the use of the word ‘measure’ in this context. From 
the point of view of mathematics—I shouldn’t worry about any false 
embarrassment here. Before I left school I was given a reference by my maths 
master after I’d taken the Leaving Certificate to give to Marcus Clarke. The maths 
master showed it to me, although he marked it confidential, because of 
something he said in it about what I intended as a career. He told Marcus Clarke 
that I had a brilliant mathematical mind. Now, I at the time didn’t think I had. I was 
too young I think to know, but I knew at the same time–although right from 
second year I’d been told that I was going to be a maths honour student–that in 
our English classes, if ever we had the skill for creative writing, I seemed to get 
the top mark, you know. I’d be held up as an example to the class. This even 
happened in the French class. I found that I was writing verse for the school 
magazine and things like that and, again, apropos of the mathematics comment 
occasionally the English master would look at me and say, ‘Is this original, 
Gilliland?’. So that I was aware that I was working, my mind was working in two 
particular ways. I felt, not immediately but a little later–and I’m quite sure of this 
now–that my mathematical activity was purely intuitive. 

JAMES GLEESON: Really? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes. I think I just had the knack of using the right 
equations to resolve some particular situation. I don’t think that I was capable of 
really getting to the roots of mathematics. There was just enough of the 
intellectual to offset the emotional in the creative writing area, and I think this has 
happened all my life and in my painting. What I’ve been at in recent years, not by 
intention except in a very general sort of way because I came to arrive at this sort 
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of idea or theory, but what I am on about is the sort of dialectic between the 
sensual and the intellectual. I don’t believe that the purely sensual has any place 
in art. That by the interaction or the dialectical process it has to be raised to the 
intellectual. 

JAMES GLEESON: Nietzsche sort of explained it all in that dialogue between 
the Dionysian and the Apollonian; the sensual, sensuous feelings through one’s 
emotions as opposed to reason, logic, measure, control, order, and the proper 
solution is a combination of both, a fusion of the two approaches. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes, except that it’s not just a fusion. You know, I think 
the sensual is elevated; it has to be because I regard the intellectual as being on 
a higher level. But it’s interesting to hear you make that remark, Jim, because I 
can recall your finding the sort of opposites in the particular forms or modes of 
painting when you were reviewing exhibitions in Sydney. But what I feel, going 
one step further, is that, well, one has a sort of philosophical attitude. One’s not 
aware of it like some modern artists are, particularly in America–or they were 
modern a couple of years ago now–when they were actually verbalising their 
philosophies. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: And then seeming to think that they could then paint their 
philosophy. That is pure didacticism and I don’t agree with it. 

JAMES GLEESON: It’s painting to a program. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, in a sense, yes. What I do believe is that even if 
one is living by the senses, which are mainly visual in my case, one lives and 
sees in a particular way because one is philosophically formed in a particular 
way. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I occasionally think of Plato and his theory, particularly in 
universals and the form of the good and what have you. You know, I find that’s 
quite a nice analogy at least with the way I feel about my awareness of nature 
and the universe and timelessness and one thing and another. But I find that I 
can arrive at some sort of mathematical analysis of what I’ve done, and find that 
there are relationships between sizes and shapes and lengths of line and one 
thing and another which I didn’t intend but just achieved intuitively or 
unconsciously. But I think that I should say at this stage that I have been forced 
to make small designs or roughs, studies for works, and enlarge them. I’ve now 
become aware of the fact that there is this sort of structural relationship in lengths 
and proportions and what have you. 

Well, to continue and to pick up that particular thread, I’ve been forced now to do 
that mainly, do the little rough and enlarge it and modify it where necessary, for 
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physical reasons. I began to have a bit of a visual problem with changing 
astigmatism so that, you know, parallel lines were converging and straight lines 
were curving and verticals and horizontals even in charcoal were the same 
brightness value or darkness value, had different values, so that I had to impose 
a particular sort of discipline. Oddly enough, this does seem to relate to early 
activities. I mean, say, you raised the point about possible mathematical content, 
as it were. When I did that painting of the Wall in the Rue de Vaugirard, I was 
aware for the first time–this is in parenthesis–that I hadn’t seen— 

JAMES GLEESON: Where is that painting (inaudible)? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, I don’t know now, Jim. I tried to get it for the 
exhibition in Melbourne at Powell Street Gallery in 1977 and David Rosenthal got 
in touch with Dunlop, who acquired it under their prize competition terms, and 
they didn’t know what had happened to it. I’m inclined to think it was probably 
thrown out. 

JAMES GLEESON: Good lord. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Because it was painted on a piece of plywood and, in 
view of the way I felt about it, I can understand their wondering why the judges 
gave it second prize in the open oil section. But the point about it was I felt that I 
had never seen a painting like this before. But it was a mixture of carpentry 
because I’d made up a panel with plywood and put a rough frame around it 
myself; painting, carpentry and more or less mechanical drawing because there 
was a lot of sheer geometry in the thing. That was probably relating very closely, 
if remotely in time, to the sort of thing I’m doing know. In between, as I indicated 
vaguely, in between what one would regard as a key period, one makes all sorts 
of divagations and one comes back. Incidentally, I don’t think that one comes 
back with a negative feed in; I think it’s a positive feed in all the time. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: You know, I have a feeling that even if one thinks that 
one’s traversing a new highway, it’s only a bypass. The point is, well, one is sort 
of submitting oneself to something else, but in the process one becomes aware 
of a sort of enhancement and enrichment and self refinement. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, you’re not the same person. Yes, yes. You change as 
time goes by. So you bring something else. Even if you return to a similar point, 
it’s not the same because you’re different. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: But there’s still the direct connection. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. Hector, can we just go back now to a more 
specific thing. We discussed earlier this Kingston workshops painting, a 
watercolour of 1951, and you showed me some works from the same period. 
They were painted along the Molonglo in 1951. The Molonglo now is, of course, 
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under Lake Burley Griffin at that area, there isn’t it? I haven’t a photograph of this 
one, so all I’ve been able to find out is it was exhibited in the 28th Annual 
Exhibition of the Australian Watercolour Institute in 1951, catalogue No 59, and 
that it was probably purchased from that exhibition. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes, quite. 

JAMES GLEESON: Now, in your recollection, was it like those ones you showed 
me with the Molonglo in the foreground, which had a rather Cézanne-esque 
feeling about them in the way they were structured? You can’t recall this one 
specifically? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: No, I can’t recall it specifically. I merely assume that 
because I was doing a fair amount of work in that area and I would be working 
fairly consistently in this way which was supposedly mistakenly Cézanne-esque. 
Quite obviously I was interested at the time in the combination of the industrial 
and the natural in the way of landscape, and this itself perhaps might have been 
the first indication of the way I was to go abstract finally. I’m sorry, but I can’t 
recall. I have wondered about it, you know, from time to time. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, the problem is, you see, it is probably on loan to an 
embassy, and we haven’t got a photograph of it in the repository at Canberra. 
But they will all be being recalled shortly before the gallery opens when we can 
get a photograph of it. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes. Well, I hope I’m right in suggesting that it will be 
obviously related to that period. Incidentally, when we were talking about 
Cézanne, actually, this one that you just picked up might be the one that will 
justify the remark I was going to make and I think didn’t get around to making 
earlier on when I meant to. 

JAMES GLEESON: This is Footbridge, Young. Is that the right title for it? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: That’s the title for that one. 

JAMES GLEESON: And 1954? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: That’s right. That was just after I got back from England. 

JAMES GLEESON: Now, what were you going to comment about there? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, this is obviously heading more towards abstraction 
and shows the obvious influence of what I’d been seeing overseas.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Although I was still very much involved in nature and in 
landscape as such, I was still I suppose selecting the thing I was going to paint in 
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terms of near abstract possibilities. Not just abstracting from what was there. My 
choice in the first place would have been determined by this new interest, you 
know; the beginning of my interest in abstract painting. Now, this does technically 
relate very closely to the work I was doing in England in watercolour and what I 
did in Canberra before I went to England. I think it’s pretty obvious from this that I 
was trying to say something about my spatial awareness through the essential 
transparency of watercolour. This is what I became aware of in Canberra; that I 
had to engage in the logical development of the use of watercolour. Because I 
was using transparent watercolour, not gouache, that I had to build up a series of 
overlays and partial overlays so that one thing showed, one brush mark showed 
through another, through another, or through a wash, and that induced some sort 
of breathing space into the plane of the painting. Now, quite obviously in this 
case, there’s also a greater simplification of the shapes that I was looking at. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. It’s almost abstract. I mean, it would read just as well 
upside down or on its end, wouldn’t it? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, as a matter of fact, I found myself doing that sort of 
thing, not in this case but earlier on, turning work upside down and being aware 
of the abstract possibility, but not consciously doing anything about it in painting 
itself. 

JAMES GLEESON: It’s a good one, I like that one; it’s a very fine watercolour.  

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes, I did some others in Young but I have a feeling that 
they were more closely related to the landscape that I was looking at, you know, 
that they were more explicit identities in them. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: This one probably rounds off my landscape and 
watercolour period. You know, even if I kept on painting in watercolour, painting 
landscape, I was moving more towards the abstraction. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: And getting less of what I regarded as the essential 
landscape quality at the same time.  

JAMES GLEESON: Would you regard this is as a critical work in that sense; that 
it does seem to sum up a point in transition between the more realistic approach 
and the more abstract approach. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I would. I don’t really qualify that statement, I think, by 
saying that I probably took a couple of steps backwards after doing that before I 
moved forward, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: Did you? 
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HECTOR GILLILAND: I tended to do that all of my painting life really. But I’d be 
inclined to regard that as a really key watercolour in my sort of activity. 

JAMES GLEESON: I certainly regard it that way, and I think it’s one of the most 
satisfying one of yours we have. Well, in our next one, of course, we are again 
moving into that area where abstract begins to assume importance although it’s 
still held by the visual experience. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes. Allotments, Lilyfield. 

JAMES GLEESON: That’s ’58. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: A very complex— 

JAMES GLEESON: What is the medium of that one? Watercolour too? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Watercolour. One significant aspect of that, I think, would 
be that–and this applies to most of the work I was doing at that stage–I didn’t 
work on the spot. I got out of the way of doing that at this stage. I made studies 
late in the afternoon. I found that I no longer wanted to paint light in the sense of 
light and shade; that I became more aware of spatial density and was beginning 
to think that I was seeing colour in terms of spatial density rather than as radiant 
energy, you know, of a particular wave length, light of a particular wave length. I 
found that I was better able to develop along those lines if I worked in overcast 
conditions or, preferably, very late so that I had to make notes very quickly in our 
so-called twilight, you know, or the early period of the dusk. Quite obviously I was 
relying very much upon the identities of things in the landscape itself–a very 
urban one here–but was searching out or finding what I regarded as the abstract 
reality. You know, seeing an abstract form in the landscape itself. It was actually 
there. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. You simply reinforced it, brought it into an organisation. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Brought it into organisation by simplification (inaudible). 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. Is it much reorganised, or would it be recognisable? 
How far have you gone from the visual experience in that? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I wouldn’t have gone very far at all because I was still at 
the stage where I had to be originating the painting in the actual visual 
experience of something in nature or in the environment. As I more or less 
indicated previously, I would select what I was going to paint because of the 
possibilities of abstract content in it, rather than the possibilities of abstracting 
from it and making a form that way. This is saying something which is quite basic 
I think in my development, as it were, and that is that I couldn’t make the change 
from figurative to non-figurative. Some painters did that.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 
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HECTOR GILLILAND: But I never could. I knew that I just had to step by step 
base it on my visual experience of my environment and gradually eliminate, get 
rid of what I didn’t want and get around to what would start off as an original 
abstract statement. 

JAMES GLEESON: Can you pinpoint a time when that divorce from the visual 
beginning became so apparent or so obvious that one would interpret the result 
as abstract. In other words, when you made that step closer to abstraction than 
ever before and the image, the visual image, was lost. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: It’s rather a difficult thing to pin down because I can recall 
at one stage when I went beyond this in 1958 to a stage where they were 
recognisable identities, but there was much more of the picture plane. You know, 
a sort of poor play magic square thing related to the landscape itself. Oh, at that 
stage, what I was going to say was that I found it necessary to give up painting. I 
was involved in this idea of spatial density and tossing out what I regarded as the 
clap trap of colour, and relying mainly on black on white, just modifying the range 
of greys with a little bit of colour. I was going through a period of tremendous 
discipline in which I had to make such fine assessments that sometimes in the 
morning light what I did in the afternoon would look entirely wrong. I’d have to 
screen it off and start again. But I think the discipline overpowered me. You 
know, just putting these squares of various sizes together and modulating them 
in the most fine way I could accomplish and was not producing much because I 
felt that I was, well, I’m sure I was setting myself a very very difficult task really in 
getting to grips with this idea of colour as spatial density.  

I just realised one day that I couldn’t go on like that and thought perhaps that I 
was going to give up altogether so far as painting and drawing was concerned. I 
realised that the need perhaps was for a more dynamic statement. Because what 
I was getting at in the way of dynamics in that sort of work was the visual 
movement, the way the eye was made to move from similar to similar, so that 
with the spatial densities the surface of the painting breathed but the eye just 
didn’t move in in that sort of abstract way. It was made to move over the surface 
because the eye had to retract by particular areas and the accent or what have 
you I’d given them. I became, I suppose, not exactly bored but certainly worn 
down by this discipline and the slow movement which I came back to, 
undoubtedly at a later stage, and wanted to make a more dynamic statement and 
it was pretty quickly that I decided to concentrate on drawing and use charcoal. 

JAMES GLEESON: What year was this? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Now, this would be round about 19— 

JAMES GLEESON: Sixty? 
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HECTOR GILLILAND: No, the end of 1958. I think it must have been the end of 
1958 when I decided to stop painting for a time at least, and then began to draw. 
As a matter of fact, if you give me just a second we could pin that down. 

JAMES GLEESON: So that this one, this Allotments Lilyfield, would have been 
very close to the last of that sequence of paintings? 

HECTOR GILLILAND: It was getting close to that period except that I went more 
abstract, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: Before you finally— 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Before I finally around about the end of that year gave it 
away. Yes, in 1959, when what was then the Newcastle City Art Gallery–now the 
Newcastle Region Art Gallery–acquired one of the charcoal drawings which was 
called Industrial study. That was the beginning of the search for a more dynamic 
approach. Now, that was exhibited with the society of artists at David Jones Art 
Gallery exhibition of drawings and prints. Now, that would have been an autumn 
exhibition. They held their painting exhibition in the spring always, I think. So that 
early in 1959 I started a charcoal period. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, I remember those very well. We don’t have one, not 
one of those abstracts. The only charcoal we have is this Nude which is from the 
same period and it is getting towards the abstraction but it’s not one of those very 
severe—this is a very dynamic one. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes. As a matter of fact, I had an idea that it relates quite 
well to that watercolour at Young that you— 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. In fact, I think we got them from the same 
exhibition, if I remember correctly. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: No. That one we did put aside for your gallery, but you 
didn’t take that one from the retrospective at the Macquarie? 

JAMES GLEESON: No, no, no. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: You got it from— 

JAMES GLEESON: The Artarmon Gallery 

HECTOR GILLILAND: The Artarmon Gallery. 

JAMES GLEESON: That’s right. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: A little while later. Yes, this is probably another case, or 
an example anyhow, of my taking a couple of steps backward. I mean, in view of 
the fact that I concentrated on line drawing while I was at the National Art School, 
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although I was searching for a more dynamic gestural sort of segment in 
charcoal, I did fall back on the figuration in that particular case. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. I think it’s a particularly beautiful drawing, incidentally. 
It’s a very fine one. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, that has a particular value to me because of what I 
regard as a sort of feed in of various experiences. You know, this is something 
I’m always being–well, not always but occasionally–hit with. You know, the 
feeling that something that I’m doing at a particular time is not just stepping from 
the particular experience at that particular time, but it’s relating to similar 
experiences in the past about which I made no sort of statement. You know, I 
could even go back in a case like that to my school days. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, drawing of the nude and the life class. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Yes. But going back, say, in the first place to our sports 
activities and the changing rooms at the sports ground, you know, and at our 
athletic carnivals and what have you, and later occurrences of observing bathers 
doing things or sportsmen undressing, getting ready for the shower and things 
like that. So that I have a feeling that there’s this build up of experience and I 
suppose, if you’ll bear with me for a moment, I came to formulate the idea, oh, 
well, I suppose about four years ago, that what happens–well, what has 
happened with me anyhow–is that in the past when I’ve had a particular visual 
experience, whether or not it’s led to a painting, it is not important theoretically. 
But I will relate it to the painting activity as I did on one occasion. When one sees 
something in a particular way, one’s own way as it were, and makes a statement 
about it, and forever after when one sees that same sort of thing, one finds that 
the statement one made in paint is not a token of that scene and the way one 
saw it, but that scene is now a token of the painting because one feeds in one’s 
actual creative activity.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. I understand that very well. Yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: For that reason, every time I saw something and didn’t 
make a statement about it, I suppose that sort of process was at least nascent 
and it did more or less relates to what I’m suggesting here that that particular 
drawing just doesn’t necessarily apply to the particular occasion on which it was 
made. It involves a lot of other occasions in which I had several visual 
experiences. Now, you mention the life class, that would be so, but I can 
remember different occasions when I’d see people doing something like bending 
down to pick something up. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: I’d see a sort of archetypal activity, you know. If it were 
some bloke, even a workman bending down to pick up a shovel, I’d feel that I 
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was watching every workman who’d ever bent down to pick up a shovel and 
have a feeling of this (inaudible). 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, there is something archetypal in that. I mean, it is a 
general statement, isn’t it, about (inaudible) or action of bending over or to touch 
something. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, I don’t remember rating it very highly when I did it. I 
think there’d be a reason for that because at that time I was becoming involved in 
teaching at the University of New South Wales. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: That too could relate to a proper answer to what you said 
about a particular time. You did pose the question, didn’t you, could I recall the 
particular time in which I moved towards the abstract statement?  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, I’m sure that my work at the University of New 
South Wales in the School of Architecture where I taught graphic communication 
had quite a lot to do with that, because I found that although in the early days we 
had a fairly rigid sort of program that we had to follow, but after I’d been there for 
a while I was allowed to put some of my own ideas forward. I found that I was 
concentrating on the need for architects to be more aware of the human scale of 
perception. You know, that they were so rigidly bound by the perspective 
drawings they were making, which were only two dimensional models and said 
nothing about the possible human experience of the architecture, (inaudible) 
when it was to be built, or had been built. They were quite unaware of the fact 
that even if they’d looked at some particular space–I’m talking about the students 
now rather than the architects; the potential architects they were, of course–even 
if you gave a student a job at drawing a corridor in perspective, he drew it in such 
a way that the depth of the thing became exaggerated beyond experience. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: You know, the student was pinned down by this 
monocular system and wasn’t aware of the fact that our sheer visual activity is 
binocular anyhow. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: We see things in a more expansive way than we would if 
we only had one eye. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 
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HECTOR GILLILAND: I became obsessed with the idea of their needing to see 
things in terms of, you know, human scale. This was borne out or strengthened 
by my seeing the Joern Utzon’s work, the original drawings for the Opera House. 
You know, I felt for the first time an architect had said something in a freehand 
drawing which gave me what I thought would be an experience of the 
architectural space itself.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Well, anyhow, I went on from there of course and 
became interested in the interaction of the various factors and elements in 
navicommunication and bits of information theory that I read up, you know, things 
like that, and modern philosophers like Susan Langer, and found myself 
necessarily having to concentrate because of that on this graphic entity which the 
student was creating irrespective of what its content would be. I mean, one had 
to keep one’s eye and mind on the content because it was supposed to be 
communication. But I became more aware of the interactions of shapes and lines 
as such, and colour, and went more into the theory of colour while I was doing 
that sort of work. So that I think very gradually my painting was moving towards 
the graphic. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: You know, I was still, I suppose, retaining a sort of feeling 
awareness that I had of things. As a matter of fact, I have one little (inaudible). 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh, yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: Which was developed into a painting and which I put in 
the Wynn Prize. It was called Harbour song. It eventually went to America, I 
think, some corporate concern over there acquired it privately. Now, that is 
graphic. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: But it still had, you know, some of my feeling in it, I think. 
Well, I think that better answers the question, you know. I’m still aware of the 
situation and I’m very much concerned with the graphic situation, relying on the 
fact that I am a human being no longer young and I’ve had all sorts of 
experiences and unconsciously any decision I make is going to not only be a 
graphic decision but a decision that has some significance about human 
experience. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. Well, Hector, I think that sounds pretty good. It’s 
covered the field quite well. It’s told us what we need to know about these 
specific ones and it’s given us an insight into the way you’re thinking and 
working. Is there anything else that you would like to add? 
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HECTOR GILLILAND: Oh, I think anything that I added would have to be an 
aberration of something that I’ve said previously. There might be just one 
interesting thing that I could add, Jim. That is that at a certain stage, you 
remember when I was working in submission to the Field as it were and doing 
something which could be loosely classified as Abstract Expressionism, 
particularly that one that I had in the Transfield Prize which was pipped by the 
Fred Williams and went to Maitland where it is at the moment, and was 
structuring things. At that stage, I think I was approaching another period where 
there was a tremendous discipline in the way I was structuring these very 
complex paintings. As a matter of fact, I went through the process again of, well, 
not exactly stopping painting, but taking a complex painting which I’d done and 
gradually painting out until I got down to one small part which I thought then had 
as much significance as the complex painting. Well, at the stage–this is what I 
was really going to recall–I used to feel this rather terrible need to be able to do a 
painting thoughtlessly, almost as though I were tossing out, say, a bucket of 
slops. Then again I wished that I had some electronic equipment which would 
record the sort of image which was happening in my mind. This was just wanting 
to get away from the sheer discipline of making something in paint, I suppose. 
But I do find now that I’m not at all interested in Abstract Expressionism and 
that’s just the sort of thing that De Kooning did, you know. I rate him, for instance, 
much more highly than Jackson Pollock. I find that to me most Abstract 
Expressionism is now just merely flaxened, you know, and I wonder if I weren’t 
anticipating this sort of reaction to it when I just wanted to toss out a bucket of 
slops and make a painting that way. I don’t think I should add any more than that 
thank you, Jim. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, Hector, thank you very much, that’s been excellent. 

HECTOR GILLILAND: It’s a pleasure. I hope the information is useful. 


