
JAMES GLEESON INTERVIEWS: ALAN OLDFIELD 
1 August 1979 

JAMES GLEESON: Alan, I think we better begin at the beginning, when and 
where were you born? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: All right. Well, I’m a Sydney product. I was born in Sydney in 
1943, the second last day actually in 1943. So I’m not quite as old as I appear on 
catalogues. I’m about a year younger. 

JAMES GLEESON: Into a family interested in art? How did you become 
interested? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, that’s always hard, isn’t it? I don’t really know. I drove 
my parents crazy because from as long as I can remember I wanted to be an 
artist, probably due to the local library. You know how in the library system they 
have a particular specialist kind of area that some libraries work into, and my 
local library was the sort of state art library at that stage.  

JAMES GLEESON: Where about was this? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: This was out at Marrickville, which is an inner south western 
Sydney suburb. I became a kind of expert on refile I suppose at about, you know, 
11. But that is always what I wanted to be, in fact. It caused great difficulties, of 
course. 

JAMES GLEESON: What, with your family? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: No, not particularly with my family. But because of the 
education system then, for example, boys—or girls I suppose too—weren’t 
allowed to do art if they were supposed to be intelligent. I was supposed to be 
intelligent, which I think was a large misunderstanding on their part. But if you did 
French, Latin and Greek, such as I did as school, you simply weren’t allowed to 
do art. This caused enormous difficulties. So I went off to become an art student, 
if you like, at night. I sat for the entrance exam for the Old National Art School 
when I was I think 14. I think I’m the youngest person ever to pass it, in fact.  

JAMES GLEESON: (inaudible) 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. I went and did it at night, studied art at night. But of 
course that was almost impossible, I couldn’t keep that up. The rest of my school 
career was just a disaster because I kept leaving and trying to run away and 
things to go to art school all the time. But I did have understanding parents but 
they, I think, realised how difficult it would be, you know, in those days. I mean, 
it’s quite a while ago now. People didn’t really willingly put their sons off to be 
artists or whatever, painters. 
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JAMES GLEESON: No. What about this art school? Did you find it helpful, 
useful? Who were your teachers? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Oh well, I found the art school, when I finally when to the 
National Art School—I’m not quite sure how old I was. I graduated when I was 21 
and I was there for four years. I found it absolutely appalling, as a matter of fact. I 
was a bit lucky because I had one or two people who were very helpful in the 
sense of trying to stop the rest of the staff from throwing me out of the place, 
such as Earle Backen and Peter Laverty. They helped a lot. The only person I 
think I did learn a great deal from was Tom Gleghorn, who was a sort of 
revolutionary spirit there at the time. I found the general standard quite appalling. 
But then I was a very self-opinionated, quite, you know, nasty student, I think.  

JAMES GLEESON: A (inaudible) student. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, one of those difficult ones. Some things don’t change 
much, do they? I don’t think that really my training comes from the art school. I 
think it really comes from a later period, or it really overlaps I suppose. But I 
became very involved with a group of painters who were slightly older, who were 
involved in a gallery called The Central Street Gallery, which now no longer 
exists. Everything that I learnt I would think more or less stems from that period 
which is slightly post art school. Just being involved with artists, you mentioned 
Mike Johnson earlier. Well, he was one of them of course. I was a little bit 
younger than them but they were the people who really taught me most, I would 
think. Not the art school itself.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yet am I right in saying that your work—although I 
remember it very well, The Central Street Gallery—was always the sort of odd 
show art? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Oh, yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Because they were concentrating on a completely different 
approach to art and you bought a touch of Pop, and Realism, New Realism, to 
your work. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Yes, well I was never a typical Central Street painter in 
that sense. I think I painted about six Hard Edge paintings. That’s all. However, I 
think the influence shows, the Hard Edge technique shows even in what I do 
now. I suppose you’re quite right in saying I was Pop, or a bit Pop. I hate that 
term ‘Pop’, actually. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, I know it’s (inaudible). 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Also Realist, which is another term I don’t like much either. I 
mean, what you do, what other sort of words can you use? 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 
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ALAN OLDFIELD: But they tolerated me, I suppose. But it certainly didn’t 
represent what Central Street was on about, I suppose. Except there are certain 
spatial things which were very much the kind of things that painters who were 
Hard Edge painters would understand, and the big flat areas of colour and so 
forth. Some of those things I still use, I think, really. I think you could analyse all 
of my paintings as really being fairly abstract ones. I’m not a very straight Realist 
painter, I don’t think. 

JAMES GLEESON: No, certainly not. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: So I don’t fit into the category of, say, a Brian Westwood or 
something like that.  

JAMES GLEESON: Linearity has always been a very special quality of your 
work. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Yes. That’s funny, isn’t it, considering I was thought to 
be the worst draftsman they’d ever had at art school? 

JAMES GLEESON: Really? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That I couldn’t draw at all. Yes. I think they might have been 
right sometimes. But yes, I’ve never really fitted very clearly into any sort of 
group. I think there are a lot of painters who don’t, of course. I think groups are 
very much over simplifications, you know. At present I don’t think I’m really in a 
group either. You know, I don’t think I can be categorised that easily. Maybe I do 
it deliberately even, you know. But certainly it became quite apparent fairly early 
to me that I wasn’t an abstract painter at all—that a literate sort of message or 
story or idea or something in a painting is quite important to me. Particularly in 
earlier works I think it shows up in the titles, they have these very strange titles 
that tend to pun on art movements, even things like that. Therefore, because 
some sort of painting is an expression of yourself, it was obvious that I was like a 
fish out of water in abstraction which is on about other things. 

JAMES GLEESON: In a way your role in Australian painting runs rather parallel 
to that of Hockney in the English situation. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, yes. I’ve always been compared to Hockney, of course. I 
can see similarities, of course. I can also see great differences. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh yes, undoubtedly. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It’s been the bane of my life. [telephone interruption]. 

JAMES GLEESON: Alan, the association we made was that you stood in some 
relationship to the rest of Australian painting comparable with that Hockney to the 
English situation some years ago. Do you see that as a valid sort of parallel? 
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ALAN OLDFIELD: I don’t really know. I’m a bit biased about that one. I think 
there’s a certain amount of truth in it. I think of course that Hockney has turned 
out to be essentially a romantic kind of painter, which I certainly am not. We have 
certain things in common, both the autobiographical thing I suppose. But, you 
see, David makes that sound as if he invented that. I think all figurative painters 
are autobiographical. I think there are stylistic connections in the very early 
seventies between our work. I think probably he did influence me. Oddly enough, 
the things that were supposed to be very similar—I didn’t know anything about 
him at the time, which was when I did some paintings which had pools in them, 
though they weren’t swimming pools. So there was, I think, two swimming pools. 
But I didn’t know those pictures. Isn’t that interesting? Nobody ever believes me 
on that one, but it is true. 

JAMES GLEESON: I take your word for it. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Either way I don’t care very much. I think his treatment is 
quite different, in fact. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: But my pool thing was very boring. It was just that friends of 
mine had swimming pools and that was all, you know. I thought it had an 
interesting—they treat it in a different way too. He does lots of things, or did lots 
of things with the quality of what water does. I just treat it as a flat plane, as an 
abstract area. I don’t think my position now would be regarded as the same as 
Hockney’s to English art. 

JAMES GLEESON: No, no, no. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I think it was of a particular period. Certainly my works are 
only really like Hockney’s pictures, I suppose, if one links them, that would be in 
the early seventies, I would think—late sixties in the case of Hockney, early 
seventies in my case. I don’t think we have much in common now. I certainly 
hope not because I’ve had to bear the cross of being Australia’s David Hockney 
for so long I’m sick to death of it. There’s actually other painters that I admire 
much more. For example, the person who much more interests me is Balthous or 
Balthus, however it’s pronounced. At present I’m trying to repaint versions of his 
picture, you know, called the mountain. It was in the Modern Masters show out 
here, which I’ve never seen. I’ve never seen the painting, I mean, because that 
show came out here while was living in Italy. But he’s somebody I like a lot. Also I 
think, getting back to Hockney, I think Hockney’s been much more influenced 
than he’d admit by somebody who’s influenced me a lot, which is Edward 
Hopper, who is somebody I like a great deal. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh, yes. (inaudible). 

ALAN OLDFIELD: People like that I tend to think I connect with fairly strongly 
too.  
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JAMES GLEESON: I can see, yes, that stillness. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: A kind of arrested moment in time but up ahead. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. I don’t like thick paint. That’s about all I don’t like though. 
Particularly his paintings of, you know, the sort of view out the window, the sort 
of, you know, light coming in through a door. All those kinds of things I think are 
pretty interesting. But on the other hand I feel I link fairly—well, perhaps I should 
re-state that. I think I link fairly closely to a long tradition of figurative painting 
that’s gone on in Sydney. I mean the people like Geoffrey Smart and so forth. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Who I think in the history of Australian art may be now 
starting to surface a bit. It’s a period that has been long overlooked, you know. 
Sydney has always had a strong figurative streak. Everyone says it’s abstract. 
Well, look at yourself, it’s always been there. So I like to think I link to that a little 
bit too, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: A moment ago you said you were not romantic in your 
attitude, and yet Hopper certainly is.  

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Balthus must be classed as a romantic. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Oh yes. Well, he is, yes. But you see the things I like in 
Hopper and Balthus—in the case of Hopper it’s a sense of design actually. In the 
case of Balthus it’s that kind of quirkiness that you get, the oddness. It’s hard to 
explain. His figures, they have a very stilted kind of classicism about them. They 
are very frozen. The gestures are very, you know, this kind of—The Mountain is 
a very good example of that with the picture of the girl with her hands above her 
head. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Contour is very important to Balthus. Things like that are what 
I find appealing. I don’t find the subject matter of little girls looking at each other’s 
privates very amusing. 

JAMES GLEESON: The mood, that sort of inner mood thing isn’t what you’re 
after? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Not particularly, no. Though I suppose it does relate to the 
contour, just like it relates to the contour in your Baldessin hanging on the wall. I 
suppose they are linked. 
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JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: He also uses very static figures, very closed compositional 
figures which are both things that I use. But of course he’s more stylised than I 
am, of course. But they’re the things I find appealing, you know.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Kind of a structured kind of emotionalism, if you like, which 
relates to me more to classical things. I suppose my great heroes all come really 
from the Renaissance. So really 20th century art doesn’t give me much of a 
buzz. I’m much more at home with a— 

JAMES GLEESON: Piero della Francesca. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Piero della Francesco, who is somebody I’m crazy about. I 
doubt if, say, David Hockney would be. And Fra Angelico, oddly.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: People like that. That’s my long search. 

JAMES GLEESON: When did you first go to Europe and encounter the 
(inaudible)? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, I went in 1970. I won a prize and I’d had a successful 
show and I jumped on a plane. The reason I jumped on a plane was because 
Matisse, who was somebody I very much admired, his last retrospective was on 
in Paris, so I thought I’d go and see it. I did one of those awful, you know, three 
months around the world things, you know. My God this must be, you know, 
Paris, if it’s Wednesday—all of that. I really went to have a look and to see where 
I’d like to go back to and later on, through the Visual Arts Board, I had the 
opportunity of going and living in Italy for a year and a half, which I then did. 

JAMES GLEESON: Where did you live in Italy? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I lived in the slums of Rome. I lived in a place called 
Trastevere. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh yes, so you were near the Vatican. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Yes, well further along really I was in the unsmart end of 
Trastevere. I was just beside where the Tiber Island is—one street back, actually. 
I lived there for a year and a half. Very brave of me, you know. I didn’t speak a 
word of Italian. I just went. I must have been crazy. I wouldn’t do it now.  

JAMES GLEESON: What did you get out of it? It meant a lot, obviously. 
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ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Well, I got out of it an enormous amount of confusion. I 
think I probably lived in Europe a little bit too late actually. I think painters should 
really go earlier, or to America or Europe either, you know. I was there in 1975 
and ’76, so I was 33 or something, 32 or something like that. I found that in my 
own work I got an awful shock. I became very disorientated actually in what to 
do. The things oddly that didn’t become disorientated was my drawing, which has 
always been something I’ve been interested in, you know, drawing a lot and 
showing drawings too, which a lot of painters don’t do in this country. 

JAMES GLEESON: I know. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: They became stronger simply because they were just literally 
a diary. I’d just go out and draw what was around me, or where I was or what I 
was looking at. 

JAMES GLEESON: The sequence we have here of Italian drawings, they’re part 
of that visual diary. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That’s right. Yes, well they’ve all got that awful been there, 
done that thing about them. I mean, that place exists and I was there. I just drew 
it. I was sitting on a beach. The same with that. This is in fact what they were. 
They were not meant to be ‘art’, they were just done on an absolutely 
straightforward level of that sort. In my painting, however, the benefits eventually 
I think came out probably most clearly in my last show. It confused people, I 
think, my last exhibition, because it invoked all kinds of things about quattrocento 
painting were thrown in. In retrospect Italy reinforced my ideas about what art 
was for me, but it also made me think more clearly about mining the past. I’m 
very good at mining the past, I like that. I do use it. I do get a lot of things out of 
previous painting. 

JAMES GLEESON: You mentioned two painters Piero and Angelico. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: You mentioned their sort of restrained approach, that sort of 
imprisoned passion. I don’t know if those were the words. But that is the quality 
you sensed in it, is it? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, yes, I suppose so. I mean, Piero’s such a perfect 
example of marvellously disciplined expression really, isn’t he? 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Through formalist means. But, you see, everyone says, ‘Isn’t 
he wonderfully classical and isn’t he the archetypal classical painter?’. Well, he is 
and he isn’t because he breaks all the rules. His Flagellation is a perfect example 
of that. Yes, I think your statement about it’s right, actually, if I put it most 
precisely. Yes. 
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JAMES GLEESON: Contained passion. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That contained, yes, thing. I like Fra Angelico. I think Fra 
Angelico’s of course a much-despised painter. You know, a much-maligned 
painter, or a much under-rated painter, whatever the term is. I think he’s much 
better than a lot of people have thought. I always thought he was a bit like, you 
know, the holy card thing, you know. That kind of view we have of him. Then I 
went to the Musee au San Marco in Florence and of course I was absolutely 
floored. I couldn’t believe how wonderful this man was with all these singing 
colours. I think the other thing about both of them, the other thing they have in 
common incidentally is their stunning use of colour. Colour’s very important to me 
and I think both of those—I mean Fra Angelico has a perfectly original sense of 
colour and Piero della Francesca has, like Vermeer—somebody else I admire a 
lot—this incredible light which is just not like anybody else at all.  

JAMES GLEESON: It comes out especially in that night one. What is it? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: The Vision of Constantine. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, but even the marvellous one in the National Gallery in 
London. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh yes, The Baptism. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: The Baptism. This extraordinary glow, it seems to fill the 
room. Things like that I’ve always found desperately appealing about both of 
them. Also, of course, all the devices that Fra Angelico used. I mean, both of 
them were rather conservative painters, which is interesting. Maybe I am too. 
Makes you wonder. 

JAMES GLEESON: Do you use that same sort of feeling of geometry that one 
gets? A Euclidean forethought that you get in Piero’s especially. Do you design 
your pictures on some sort of pre-conceived scale of harmonies of proportions? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Probably more so than a lot of other painters do. I mean, a lot 
of other painters who are working now. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I don’t think I do it to anything like the length that obviously 
they did, particularly Piero. 

JAMES GLEESON: It’s not an obsession with you? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: No, it’s not obsessional, that sort of geometry thing. But 
there’s a sort of searching around going on, the Florentine and the Umbrian 
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manner of doing terribly elaborate drawings all the time for things. I can’t work 
like that. I find I don’t work like that. Maybe if they lived now, they wouldn’t either. 

JAMES GLEESON: No. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I mean, it’s a different way of working, I think. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, that may have come out of the predominance of fresco 
painting, which are very detailed. (inaudible) drawing had to be done.  

ALAN OLDFIELD: Also, of course, interest in geometry and things like that was 
a high intellectual interest. I mean, they were aligning them with the highbrows 
really, if you like, or Piero was absolutely. 

JAMES GLEESON: Intellectually he was. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, yes. Whereas the mysteries of geometry don’t seem to 
us to be that mysterious now, but of course in those days it was something quite 
different altogether. They did believe in all those wonderful things like the golden 
mean I must say, for somebody whose interested in that sort of thing, I still can’t 
understand the golden mean. 

JAMES GLEESON: (inaudible). 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. So I wouldn’t make a very good Euclidean painter, 
would I, or whatever the term should be? 

JAMES GLEESON: Alan, did you have any shows overseas? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: No, no, no. 

JAMES GLEESON: You exhibited only in Australia? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. I just went there to look. I was asked to have a show, 
which I didn’t do. You see, to me going overseas was to grow up. It was not to 
escape Australia, but to be surrounded by all those things that I’d known about 
through reproduction for so long and to experience all of that. What worries me 
about a lot of Australian painters, and I think the Visual Arts Board grants show 
this fairly clearly, is that they go and they pick up a brush and they start painting, 
and I think they should go and they should just be there. I think they should go 
and sit in cafes and bars and get drunk and I think they should run around and 
have a good time and look at art and experience life and probably do nothing, 
and then come back. 

JAMES GLEESON: It’s a way of maturing anyway. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, exactly but I don’t think— 
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JAMES GLEESON: Absorbing is maturing. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: We all carry our snail shell with us but, you know, I think to go 
and be Alan Oldfield in Rome is a bit of a bore. I think you have to go there and 
be knocked around by it a bit. Not try and just lock yourself away in a studio.  

JAMES GLEESON: No. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I think you should be out there on the streets. I think that’s a 
terrific failure of Australian painters, generally speaking, of my generation. 

JAMES GLEESON: I think they probably feel inhibited by grants and feel that 
they have to do something to justify it in a practical sense. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: I think your point of view is a very valid one. I think they 
probably in the long run gain more by doing that. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Well, that’s what I’m certainly always saying to my 
students. I do believe in it terribly strongly. You know, because you can go away 
and you can live in, it doesn’t matter where it is. You can just paint away and it’s 
like you’ve never been anywhere. I mean, all right it’s a bit different, but if you’re 
locked in a studio working all the time it’s not going to change you that much 
really. I think you should go out and experience it, and look. 

JAMES GLEESON: You grow up more without the brush in your hand? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That’s right, yes. Well, temperamentally I’m like that, I 
discovered. But I think the fact that I found it so difficult to paint was good for me. 
You know, I just thought, ‘No I can’t do it’, you know, everything went wrong. I’m 
worried about that self-assurance that people have.  

JAMES GLEESON: It could be a great trap. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, I think it can be, I really do. I think the benefits are 
coming out now, you know. That was a benefit. It was enormously beneficial to 
me, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: You were away a year? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: A year and a half. 

JAMES GLEESON: A year and a half. Well, that’s a proper time to be away. It 
gives you a chance to really absorb (inaudible). 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, when I left I had enough money. Actually, I had to 
borrow money to even buy drinks on the plane. But I felt absolutely that 
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everything that Rome had to offer me personally, you know, had been achieved. I 
didn’t have any regrets about leaving it. It’s not because I disliked it, I loved it, but 
I thought well, you know, this is it. If I stay I’ll go under, which of course frequently 
happens to émigrés in Rome. They do go under. Rome’s the city of the great 
unwritten poem and the great unpainted picture and the great unwritten novel 
that’s going to happen. Never does. They all sit in bars all day long having a 
good time, of course. Justin O’Brien manages it quite well. I don’t know how he 
manages it, frankly. I couldn’t at all. But you do meet a lot of art casualties in 
Rome, you know, you really do.  

JAMES GLEESON: Of course Jeff survives by not living in Rome, by living out 
(inaudible). 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, well, that’s what he does. Yes, he escapes from it, which 
is of course you know— 

JAMES GLEESON: Another way. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Another way of handling it. But I thought this is what would 
happen to me. Of course, you know, Italy for contemporary art, having finally 
surfaced out of the higher Renaissance and the Renaissance by, you know, 
working it out in Italy, of course it’s contemporary art, the standard really isn’t 
very good. I mean, particularly in a place like Rome, it’s pretty awful. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It’s nowhere near as exciting as Sydney. 

JAMES GLEESON: No. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Nowhere near as exciting. Though I think Sydney is of course 
much under-rated. I think Sydney is a very exciting city. I think it was more 
exciting when the previous government was in. I came back on the end of that, 
and I thought Sydney had been transformed really. I thought it was very exciting. 
But it’s a bit like the Kennedy days at the White House or something.  

JAMES GLEESON: Camelot. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, I think that’s how it will be remembered. But I still think 
the quality and standard of stuff that goes on in Australia, well Sydney let’s say, 
is, you know, amazingly high really. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, that was my impression. You know, at those 
Biennale’s at Sao Paulo and so on, I thought that the Australian contribution the 
last six or eight years has been very much higher than one would expect from 
our population. 
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ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, exactly. I think people should just stop being 
embarrassed about being Australian and get on with it, you know. I don’t mean 
self-consciously Australian. I mean, I think that’s vile, particularly living in a 
backwater like Rome. But you see I went to London for a while during that trip 
and the stuff that was being shown in the galleries there was appalling really, you 
know. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: All of those great stars of yesteryear, you know, like Alun 
Jones were starting to look just awful. There didn’t seem to be anything else, you 
know. 

JAMES GLEESON: No. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I didn’t think it was very exciting at all. I couldn’t see the 
younger artists doing anything too exciting at all. Maybe I was there at a bad 
period. 

JAMES GLEESON: It comes in waves, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: And often you can strike it when it’s ebb and you don’t get 
that. I’ve struck it like that too, and you think it’s dead. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, I think New York of course would be much different, and 
perhaps West Germany or somewhere. But certainly when I was there I didn’t 
find much vitality going on in, certainly in Rome obviously, but also in London. I 
thought it was a bit dead. V&A was the best art event in London as far as I could 
see. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, that’s hard to answer. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It is. 

JAMES GLEESON: Alan, let’s get on to, you know, specifics. Made in Australia, 
cliché, acrylic on canvas, which is probably one of our major holdings of yours. 
Have we got the date right? We haven’t got a date on it. It was purchased in 
September ’69 from Central Street. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. I don’t know when it was painted. It must have been the 
beginning of ’69 probably. 

JAMES GLEESON: Was that purchased from a one-man show, do you 
remember? 
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ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. That painting, I think it was in that show called The 
Great Nostalgia Show. 

JAMES GLEESON: Ah, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Which everyone thought was wonderful or something. It 
satirised all sorts of styles, or rather didn’t satirise them even, it just reviewed 
decades in art I suppose during the last 50 years or something. I know this is 
dreadful. I’ve got a note somewhere written on this painting. But I look at it now 
and I think I must have been insane to paint it because I can’t remember what it 
means. I have no idea. I really don’t. I feel like an ingrate, I feel ungrateful. Made 
in Australia. 

JAMES GLEESON: I feel like an ingrate, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Made in Australia. Well, I suppose that’s it. Maybe it’s what 
we were talking about a minute ago. We’re all ungrateful, you know— 

JAMES GLEESON: For being born. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: For being born here and we want to be somewhere else. 
Maybe that’s what the picture is on about. The only thing I remember clearly 
about is the painting in fact has a flaw in it which was caused by somebody at a 
party putting a cigarette hole in it. I repaired it somewhere. Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Whereabouts? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It’s in one of the black areas or one of the dark areas. I 
repaired it at the time. I really can’t imagine. Isn’t that awful to be confronted by 
something you painted and you don’t know what on earth you’re on about? It did 
use a cartoon. It’s cartoon style. 

JAMES GLEESON: What is clear is that it’s a combination of things. I mean, 
there’s a very strong abstract quality in it, but also a strong Pop figurative 
element in it. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, and all of those shapes come out of a—there’s a very 
good illustrator actually in one of the papers who used to do a comic, I don’t 
know whether he still does, called  something and the flying doctor, Hawk and 
the flying doctor or Blackhawk and the flying doctor, or something. He had all 
these wonderful mannerisms for painting explosions and water and hands and 
things like that, knives and so forth. Most of the forms in that picture are taken 
from him, in fact. I mean, from sections of this strip. But exactly what the 
message is involved, I really don’t know. I’m afraid that I’m not being very helpful 
on it at all. If I find any more information I’ll let you know. It’s quite amusing 
anyway. 
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JAMES GLEESON: In those days you did use quite a bit of lettering, inscriptions 
in your work, which doesn’t seem to feature in your later work.  

ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, that’s really only because the style doesn’t hold very 
well. I’ve tried it actually. I’m always doing all of these things that I get out of dirty 
magazines and wanting to print them across the bottom of pictures. But, you 
know, it doesn’t work, the style doesn’t, it just doesn’t hold. I’d love to do it, you 
know. I mean the idea of all of that is to make the message clear. It’s rather 
patronising the viewers, I suppose, in a way, or being deliberately illusive like 
Made in Australia. Well, obviously it is made in Australia, being redundant. But I 
like the idea of it but I can’t see how I can do it now in the way my style’s 
developed. 

JAMES GLEESON: No. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: If I could I would.  

JAMES GLEESON: Would you regard that as reflecting a sort of Pop style? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, I suppose it does. But that show was very diverse. I 
mean, that picture, if I remember clearly, came from the decay which was 
labelled as the sixties, and it’s really Pop art was in the sixties, so it’s adopted all 
sorts of Pop mannerisms because it’s a painting about the period. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Maybe that’s what the subject was in a way, cliché I feel like 
an ingrate, you know, I don’t want to be in Australia because, you know, this is 
not a Pop enough country or something. I think you’d find that this is probably 
what lays behind it. The style isn’t typical of the whole show actually. 

JAMES GLEESON: You don’t feel the title refers to the fact that these have 
become pictorial clichés in their context? That is, in the magazine context they 
have become pictorial clichés which you are now using in a context which de-
clickafies— 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, I know. It’s getting complicated, isn’t it? I’m sure I 
couldn’t have worked out marvellous ideas like that. I’m sure I was much too 
factuous. I don’t know you could be right. I really can’t remember.  

JAMES GLEESON: All right. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I think anyway it’s got to stand up as a picture. I don’t think it 
really matters that much. But it does puzzle me a little. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, it does stand up as a picture. That’s the point. 
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ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, I was horrified when I saw you pull it out of that folder 
because I thought, ‘My God, what am I going to say about it?’. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, you’ve said some interesting things about it. View of 
Bondi, and this is much more factual, I suppose. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, well it’s much more like the sort of thing that people 
associate me with, isn’t it? It’s quite a big picture I remember. It’s about eight foot 
long, I think. 

JAMES GLEESON: A hundred and ninety eight by 244 centimetres, if that 
means anything to you. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: No, not a thing. 

JAMES GLEESON: Six feet by seven feet, is it, or eight feet? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I think it’s eight. It’s quite a big picture. What it is, it’s based 
on in fact a view from one of those awful bricked-in Bondi verandas which we all 
know and love, in a flat that belonged to a friend of mine. But, of course, what it’s 
playing around with is ideas of illusionism, isn’t it?  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, of course. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It’s putting that non-view of Bondi and making it like a picture 
on the wall and then that of course is, you know, made more extreme and 
compounded by having a quite fairly illusionistically painted tablecloth in the 
foreground. The tablecloth, incidentally, is taken from a painting by an American 
painter called Howard Kanovitz, who did this painting of a very nasty lady called 
Greek nude, but he had that tablecloth in it. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I was quite interested in him at the time. Or it’s a bedcover, I 
think it was originally, but that’s where it comes from. They are no particular 
buildings. They’re my invented Bondi architecture. I mean, they’re nowhere in 
particular. 

JAMES GLEESON: Characteristic rather than specific. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, quite. The Pacific is, you know, being blocked out by the 
buildings in the distance. I have a sort of love hate relationship with Bondi. I think 
everyone does who was born in Sydney. It’s so awful, but on the other hand it’s 
sort of so marvellous. It’s a weird place, isn’t it? It’s sort of like Pasadena on the 
sea or something. It’s got a strange quality, by a mistake. You know, all the liver 
brick. It’s very odd. 
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JAMES GLEESON: Do you know what it reminds me of? You probably had no 
thought of this in your mind. Do you know those paintings of Magritte where you 
look in through his studio with the easel and so on, and there’s a picture on the 
easel, which is the view through a window painted on a canvas. Do you know 
those? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Odd illusions where you get this double sort of imagery. This 
could be a picture on a wall behind the table.  

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, quite. 

JAMES GLEESON: A spatial paradox. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, I think that’s playing round with those ideas. It wasn’t 
done in a conscious thing of Magritte, who’s not a painter I particularly like, oddly. 
Everyone thinks I should but there’s something about his pictures that I just—
some of them I like, of course. But, yes, it’s a paradox kind of painting. 

JAMES GLEESON: Because obviously these colours are not reduced in an 
aerial perspective sense. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: No. 

JAMES GLEESON: They stand on the same plane as the tablecloth. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Well, my thing is I tend to do that, actually. It’s rather 
complex. That picture is really two things at once. It’s a thing you’re saying. Then 
of course it’s quite a straightforward view out of a window at the same time. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I think one of my problems has always been I do tend to 
overload pictures in that way. I do tend to take on too many things at once. But I 
think with painting for me it’s always a thing of elimination, and I do all that and 
then I recomplicate it all the time. My latest thing of throwing in quattrocento 
devices is really, I suppose, in a sense complicating the issue again. Maybe 
that’s, you know, something to do with my temperament. I don’t know.  

JAMES GLEESON: Well, strangely enough for me, being a Surrealist, what 
catches my interest to begin with is this enigmatic quality, the realistic way in 
which you’ve treated this table and tablecloth. Then spatial ambiguity of this 
image above it, the view through the window, that ambiguity excites my interest. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: And gives it a liveliness that I find very interesting. 
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ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, I can’t understand. It’s a pity it’s a black and white 
photograph. I haven’t seen it for such a long while. But also that strip of light is 
also illogical. 

JAMES GLEESON: This one here? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. It reads as either an exterior blind or it reads as the sky 
divided into two bars. Because the sea, I seem to remember, is actually this part. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh, I see. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Those little dark blue sections. So it really reads as several 
things at once. It can read as the sea, or it can read as an exterior blind. That 
does have that same thing. 

JAMES GLEESON: Ambiguity. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That ambiguity thing, yes. I wouldn’t do that now, I don’t think, 
if I was painting that. Well, I probably wouldn’t paint that anyway, though I do 
paint views out of windows occasionally. But I don’t think I would use that device 
there. 

JAMES GLEESON: Ambiguity no longer interests you?  

ALAN OLDFIELD: Oh yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: It’s the visual ambiguity? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It does, but it’s essentially a problem of I think I do frequently 
tend to use too much of it. You know, I do tend to get carried away with my own 
cleverness, you know. Use a bit, you know. Well, Donald Brook once said that 
about me. He said, you know, if I’m not careful I get to an in-joke level, which I 
think has got a certain amount of truth in it, actually. One must be careful, you 
know. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, I suppose it’s a matter of temperament. I find the 
paradoxes attractive. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Oh well, that’s good. I’m pleased. That’s the drawing for that 
tablecloth, of course. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh, of course. Oh well, how clever of us to have the two. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: How clever of you indeed, yes. Yes, that’s the Kanovitz 
tablecloth with the reference to Matisse in one corner. Of course, what’s on it is a 
crystal ball which has a light plug. You know, it’s all rather— 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, so it’s all fakery. 
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ALAN OLDFIELD: It’s all fake. It’s all fake, the whole lot of it’s fake. It’s quite a 
nice drawing that, actually. I quite like that.  

JAMES GLEESON: That’s coloured pencil? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, it’s coloured pencil. I love coloured pencils I think they’re 
wonderful. I don’t draw in them very often now but, you know, I’m always saying 
to students, ‘You can do such wonderful things with them really’. They’re the only 
sort of coloured drawing medium with which you can retain a strong graphic 
thing, by leaving parts of the white coming through and things like that. But I do 
think they have a wonderful quality. I really do, you know, I really love coloured 
pencils. I’m quite addicted to them. 

JAMES GLEESON: Before we go on to that, both of these are acrylics? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: You normally paint your big paintings in acrylics, do you? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Everything I paint is in acrylic. 

JAMES GLEESON: On canvas? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: You don’t use hardboard? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: No, no. It’s technically not very good with acrylic anyway. But 
that’s not the reason. I like that surface quality of canvas, you know. I would like 
to paint in—I think it seems sometimes logical now because sometimes my 
pictures are being much more illusionistic than any of those, or much realistic or 
whatever the term is: naturalistic I suppose is the word I really mean—to use oil 
paint, but I don’t have any set feeling of sympathy with oil paint. I think it’s 
because I’ve painted in acrylic for so long. I mean, I’ve painted in it, well, for 
about 13 or 14 years. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I do sometimes use oil for just parts of something. But that 
would be it. I find that I just can’t use it. I like the clarity of the colour and so forth 
because colour interests me such a lot in what I do. I mean, I think pictures really 
should have beautiful colour. You know, I don’t mean in a picture boxy way. 

JAMES GLEESON: No, but you’re a colourist. You love colour. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, I’m very interested in colour and I try to take on various 
colour problems. I’m not so convinced about a lot of what my colleagues, or 
whatever you’d call them, are doing with this Colourfield painting. Not Colourfield 
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painting but, you know, Colourist Abstractionalism or whatever the correct term 
is, because I don’t really think they’re taking on anything about colour at all, you 
know. I think a lot of their things simply remain very pretty. Interestingly enough, I 
think there are other painters. There’s a particular Australian painter whose name 
I’ve remembered—Roland Wakelin, for example. He does all sorts of crazy 
things with colour, which I think are very much more interesting than a lot of what 
the abstract painters who say this is their field are doing at present, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: You feel the kind of discipline that comes of attaching the 
colour to a figurative theme is interesting in itself? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Well, I suppose so. 

JAMES GLEESON: I mean, if you have free rein to use colour, there are no 
limits. You can really go ahead and do what you want. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Sure. 

JAMES GLEESON: But if you have to frame your colour references within the 
format of a figurative subject, you really are facing problems. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, you’ve got problems, haven’t you? Yes. Well, that just 
proves once again that I’m a very impure painter, because I am. I’m a very 
impure person. But, yes. it is. You’re quite right. I sneak the colour thing in there 
because I think after the subject matter, which isn’t really that crucial to me, you 
have to make it into an art thing, it has to be about art now, you know, and one of 
the art now things of course is colour. I just am trained like that. I mean, I just do 
that. I’d get very bored doing a painting in neutrals, for examples. I couldn’t do it, 
I don’t think. I do want the pictures to make some sort of beautiful colour 
statement if it’s at all possible. Sometimes of course it isn’t and sometimes of 
course they can become far too decorative. But particularly since I’ve moved to 
Palm Beach where you do see colours which are just so exotic, you know, 
because of the tropical— 

JAMES GLEESON: (inaudible) 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. I’ve become more extreme with it, you know. My last 
show really had a lot of very burning almost kind of over-coloured pictures in a 
sense. But they are the colours of where I do live, you know, and so I use them. 
Perhaps I intensified them somewhat. Well, I think the sort of figurative painting 
that interests me should do those things, you know, I think it should do something 
more because it really is a fairly impure kind of Naturalism, you know, it’s not that 
straightforward. 

JAMES GLEESON: Alan, often in your works—in that, and certainly in that—
there is a little joke. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 
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JAMES GLEESON: A visual joke. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Is that a common feature in your work or it just happened to 
have surfaced? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: No, no. I think a lot of them have got it. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I think that’s one stream that goes all the way through, 
actually. Even now, you know, in my last show there was a picture called Two 
figures with an abstract device and the abstract device of course is a sort of 
rainbow. It denies all the space in the picture because it’s painted as a flat area. 
There are certain things like that and certain stained areas even, things like that 
depict pictures. They do pun on, you know, certainly stylistic devices but also 
some art ideas. 

JAMES GLEESON: So this is a real part of your personality that comes into your 
painting. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I think so, yes, yes. I think even the straightest ones have a 
fairly strong ironical sense or something. I think it’s a sense of irony more than 
satire probably, you know. If I’m a satirist I’m not a very funny one. But I think the 
pictures have a sense of irony, which is better. I think a better description, yes. I 
think that does run through what I do. 

JAMES GLEESON: It certainly is not (inaudible) in these. These are charming in 
a different way. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: The drawings are just quite straightforward. 

JAMES GLEESON: Straightforward and you say that they are like a visual diary. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: That you did them when you were at these places like 
Sperlonga and so on. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, quite. That’s exactly what they are. Though I think 
drawings should be an extremely unpretentious art form. I mean, it’s far too 
direct. It’s just what’s there and you draw it, isn’t it really? It’s a much simpler 
thing. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, this is what I like about these. They are sparse and 
just straight out statements. 
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ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Well, I don’t like arty drawings, for example. I can’t bear 
them. This is of course a clever thing, but that is a working. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That red table drawing of course is a working drawing for the 
other one, therefore it plays around with certain ideas. It’s a sort of compositional 
drawing, if you like. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: These are much more straight and frankly everything I do 
now, when I do draw, is like that. It’s just there I was and I did that. I just drew 
that.  

JAMES GLEESON: Sort of absolutely direct statement of a visual experience. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, and it’s a sort of discipline. Because I think drawing 
forces you to be disciplined and perhaps a little bit less self-indulgent. I just use it 
as literally as possible, you know, and as directly as possible. 

JAMES GLEESON: Even so, there is perhaps instinctively a feeling of 
abstraction. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, there possibly is. Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Alan, before we come to the Italian drawings, Two chairs, 
which you say was given to Jim Mollison as a gift for the gallery. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, it was given as a gift. There was a particular reason, 
which now I’m afraid rather eludes me. It’s in watercolour and pencil and 
coloured pencil, I think. 

JAMES GLEESON: Ah, ha. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I think there’s some gouache on it too. Of course it’s typically 
a chair thing, because I do lots of chairs. That’s another thing. But what it actually 
is is a mirror image of a chair. It’s a painting of a mirror. 

JAMES GLEESON: Ah I see, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: But that’s playing around with abstract things too, because 
it’s a square with inside of a square. I mean, it could be an Albers couldn’t it, if 
you just took out this central subject matter, the plane of it? 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It’s the same chair of course that appeared—is it? No, it’s not. 
I thought it was the same chair that appeared here. There was a reason that was 
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given to the gallery and I really can’t remember it. I mean, there was a reason. 
Mollison liked it anyway. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: But there was some particular reason too. 

JAMES GLEESON: Now, I didn’t realise that this was mirrored image in the 
thing. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, now that carries through, this visual joke, imagery, a 
thing that you get in the red table and through the other works.  

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: So that makes it very consistent. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I don’t know what the date of this is. Well, that’s 1972. You 
see this one says gift of the artist, but that isn’t a gift of the artist. Or is it? In fact, 
you’re quite right, I’m confusing them. This has messed up your whole tape.  

JAMES GLEESON: It doesn’t matter, we can clarify it. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: The red table I gave because it’s the working drawing for that. 
This one, James Mollison bought. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: This is where I’ve got them confused, I’m sorry.  

JAMES GLEESON: It doesn’t matter no, we’ve got it clarified. This one you 
gave, The red table drawing, because it related to that painting. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, it is the original drawing for this, in fact, and they were 
in the same show. So I gave them to the gallery, which was perhaps a bit silly of 
me because, you know, people may not see the relationship very clearly. I just 
thought it should go with the painting. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That was the reason. Because it really was worked from—
originally there was going to be a glass bowl and so forth but that changed. This 
other one I’ve got them mixed up, The two chairs. 

JAMES GLEESON: The two chairs. So this is an acquisition? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That’s an acquisition, presumably. 
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JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I imagine because I’ve done lots of chairs, probably this is 
why it was bought. I really can’t tell. 

JAMES GLEESON: Anyway, we haven’t a card for that at the moment. But we’ll 
have the information there. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Sure. 

JAMES GLEESON: But what is important to know is that that image of the 
rectangle in the centre of the thing is a mirror image of the thing. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, that’s right. 

JAMES GLEESON: And I can see it exactly now. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Well, it’s a mirror placed against a wall actually on a 
grass lawn. You can see the shadows cast. But a lot of people never pick that up. 

JAMES GLEESON: No, no. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It’s interesting seeing that again. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, I didn’t pick that up. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It’s very strange seeing it again. I haven’t seen it for such a 
long while, years and years and years. I quite like that actually. 

JAMES GLEESON: Now of course it’s so obvious I can never see (inaudible). 

ALAN OLDFIELD: You can’t see anything else. Ruined it for you. 

JAMES GLEESON: Not a bit. Makes it more interesting. Sperlonga is on the 
coast below Rome, between Rome and Naples if, I remember. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That’s right, yes. Sperlonga’s interesting because it was a 
town built by—I don’t know what the term is actually—Mohammedan pirates, 
Muslims. Therefore it’s this old city but it has no church. It must be one of the 
very few in Italy without an old church. It has a nasty plastic modern thing, which 
is built outside of the town. But that’s a citadel, in fact, on the mould, or whatever 
would be the term of the harbour, with little fisherman shacks and things along 
the front. I just thought it was such wonderful structure, you know. Well, it’s just a 
box with windows. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. Very Arabic. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Very Arabic, yes. I just like the town. The town’s really very 
interesting because it has these vestiges in its layout of a Muslim kind of 
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architectural thing, the sort of white washed lanes and lots of the lanes are 
covered, you know. They’re rather like what I imagine those old parts of, say, 
Jerusalem are like. I don’t know, I’ve never been to Jerusalem, but it has that sort 
of quality and lots of blue and white decoration everywhere. 

JAMES GLEESON: Didn’t Tiberius have a villa down there? Didn’t they excavate 
the finds? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, that’s right. He went down there for naughty times. I 
couldn’t get into that when I was there, actually. I had a very weird time on a 
beach near there once, which is very odd. I was with this girl. We just went down 
there to escape from Rome, escape from the American tourists actually. We went 
down there and she had some friends there. We were on this long very beautiful 
deserted beach. Suddenly all these guys appeared, men appeared, and there 
was about 12 of them. They were all dressed in what I later found out were those 
sort of Karate uniforms, which I’d never seen before. The whole of the beach was 
absolutely bare. There was absolutely no one around at all and you had to get 
down a rock cliff to the beach. It was in the middle of winter, it was completely 
deserted. There they all were doing these incredible formal sort of dances on the 
beach. It was really quite bizarre. 

JAMES GLEESON: What a strange experience? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It was all very strange, yes. Magritte would have loved it.  

JAMES GLEESON: Isola Bella, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, I sat on the beach and drew that. It’s exactly the same 
as the last one in that sense. Isola Bella is just in the water off Taormina which 
I’ve stayed in twice. I like Taormina a lot. I like Sicily actually. 

JAMES GLEESON: It’s marvellous, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Fortunately not enough people go to it, which is good. It’s not 
too wrecked yet. That was it. It’s very shallow, the water there, actually. You can 
work across to that little island, so it’s not really an island at all I suppose in that 
sense. It’s got, you know, a foot of water between you and it. It doesn’t look like 
that. I just liked its little green—it’s got that Corinth quality. You know, the sense 
of— 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, (inaudible) Corinth. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, the island of the dead or something. I think that’s why I 
drew it, actually. 

JAMES GLEESON: It’s coloured pencil again? 
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ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. There’s an awful run on it, which is heavily disguised but 
it’s in there, which was caused by the spray, you know, the fixative. 

JAMES GLEESON: Oh, the fixative. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, in the hot Sicilian sun. Well, it was like a diary. I always 
took bits of paper with me and pencils. They were all in pencil. People always 
say I draw in ink all the time but I don’t. It’s usually pencil. These are all simply in 
pencil, the whole lot of them. 

JAMES GLEESON: Bomarzo. I remember visiting that. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes.  

JAMES GLEESON: Extraordinary place. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, I know. Well, that’s one that isn’t really drawn on the 
spot. It was started on the spot and everything went wrong that day and it was 
raining. So the rest of it was done from memory and somebody took a 
photograph, so it’s not absolutely unlike the others drawn on the spot. Then this 
incredible mist came in which apparently is quite usual in that strange little 
Bomarzo valley. It’s a bizarre place, isn’t it? 

JAMES GLEESON: Isn’t it strange? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: All the Orsini’s are insane. I mean, it’s quite obvious they 
must have been as mad as—anyway, so I just had to stop doing it. 

JAMES GLEESON: This is the Bocca della Verne? * 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, that’s right. 

JAMES GLEESON: Did you use wash in this? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: No. 

JAMES GLEESON: That’s just black pencil? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That’s just pencil.  

JAMES GLEESON: The reeds in that photograph are sort of a wash but of 
course— 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. I think it’s probably rubbed, which is something I do 
occasionally. But it’s simply pencil. I rather like the thing of this awful old chicken 
wire all around it, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: It wasn’t there, I’m glad to say (inaudible).  
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ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, it was when I was there. It was sort of so awful. It was 
just quite a terrifying thing. It’s interesting the way those Baroque and Mannerist 
people—I know that’s carved from a living rock and all that. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: But the repeated curve thing all the way through is— 

JAMES GLEESON: It really is a strange garden. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, it’s very odd. I didn’t think I could leave it out if I was 
going to do some drawings of Italy. I thought I should do that.  

JAMES GLEESON: Forza d’Argo. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Forza d’Argo. That’s the saddest town on earth. Oddly 
enough I’d seen a film on that place before I ever went there. It’s up on top of a 
very tall mountain between Taormina and Messina. Its one claim to fame is that it 
has been completed deserted by the males of the village. They all go off and 
they’re all factory fodder in Switzerland and Germany and parts of France. The 
whole town is full of young girls and old women and nobody else. It’s quite 
bizarre. And the odd very, very ancient man. They’re all there with sort of 
television sets and washing machines and everything else, with no flowing water 
of course. No water supply. It’s the most sad place. It really is quite extraordinary. 
That’s drawn from a graveyard, which is up above it. That’s not the whole town, 
of course, that’s just one part of it. For example, there’s so few people there they 
don’t even have a priest. They have these marvellous churches, this marvellous 
Baroque church, and no clergy to service it. It’s quite the oddest place. It really is 
very strange. It’s quite bizarre to go to. 

JAMES GLEESON: This is the sea, I suppose? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That’s the line of the sea, yes, of the sea. It’s just a typical 
Sicilian mountain top village, I suppose. But I didn’t even realise that this was the 
same town that I had seen on television years and years before. A whole lot of 
psychologists and people, social workers and so forth, they were doing a lot of 
research in it because the town of course was dying. But it could cause 
enormous social consequences and it’s fairly typical of Sicily, unfortunately. They 
can’t live off the land any longer. 

JAMES GLEESON: No. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That was that, you know. But that’s what the town is. 

JAMES GLEESON: Now (inaudible). 

ALAN OLDFIELD: That one, oh that’s Ischia Ponte, and I stayed there when I 
came back from London. Ischia of course is the poor man’s Capri, you know, and 
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I was staying in this wonderful castle which was too terrific for words, which was 
all National Trust and everything else. In the middle of it there was this little 
pensione and that was part of the town just down below—a very strange place. It 
was full of German tourists, actually. Very German, Ischia. But the town is rather 
marvellous. That was a pity. I should have really had things to colour with me and 
I didn’t—I mean, that’s once again a black and white drawing—because the 
buildings are all amazing colours, you know. There are all these wonderful pinks 
and mad blues and stuff. That was just the quay you know, I was sitting on, so I 
drew that once again. It all sounds rather lowbrow but they’re very direct, really, 
the whole lot of them, you know, they’re very straightforward drawings. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, I think that’s part of the charm, certainly of that 
sequence, their directness and immediacy. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I like that whole little show. I thought they looked nice 
together.  

JAMES GLEESON: What I like in these, the chairs and the table and so on, was 
their subtle uncertainty, implying more than they seem to imply on the surface. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: You’re implying I’m a schizophrenic. You’re probably right. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, Alan, that’s good. Anything—oh yes, of course, the 
sets and costumes for Rumours. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Oh yes, right. 

JAMES GLEESON: We haven’t got those actually in, but they are due to come 
in so perhaps we can talk about those.  

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: How did that come about? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, how it came about—well, what Rumours is first is a 
ballet, which was put on by The Dance Company, who are Sydney based. It was 
choreographed by a very brilliant choreographer called Graeme Murphy and it 
used an Australian composer for the music and I was asked to design it. 

JAMES GLEESON: Who was the composer? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Barry Conningham—I’m sorry I should have said that—who’s 
a young guy. Its rare claim to notoriety, or whatever you’d say, is it’s the first full 
length Australian ballet which is a complete home product with an Australian 
designer and an Australian choreographer and an Australian composer. Graeme 
Murphy saw my last show and then asked me—well, that’s the simplest way of 
stating it, I suppose—to design Rumours, which of course I immediately refused 
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to do. But later I was convinced because I went up to Canberra to see them 
dancing Poppy, which was their previous production, which I hadn’t seen. 

JAMES GLEESON: (inaudible) 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. I fell deeply in love with all things balletic, and 
particularly The Dance Company. So I accepted and I did it. James Mollison 
heard about that and thought it would be a good idea if it was in fact 
commissioned—though I believe that’s technically not the term to be used, but 
that’s in fact what happened—by the National Gallery, which was of course an 
enormous help because The Dance Company couldn’t have afforded to have put 
it on, I don’t think really, without that sort of assistance, which means in return 
that you will receive all the drawings for the costumes and the sets which go into 
the collection because you’re building up your collection—which is a very fine 
collection, I might add. I’ve seen some of it, it’s stunning. But it was a very 
exciting thing to do because I knew nothing about ballet. I’d never actually even 
seen a ballet before. I know an awful lot more about it now. Also Rumours, when 
I was commissioned to do it, it’s a ballet in three acts but, in fact, only one act 
had been choreographed, and then not fully. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: So I was involved with the creation of the ballet itself, which is 
quite different of course to what designers do. You know, they get it as a fait 
accompli. Receive, you know, this is a brief, this is what we want. Well, it wasn’t 
like that. I went to as many rehearsals as possible, which is what Graeme 
Murphy wanted me to do. It’s all so complicated now, they’re whole ideas. I 
mean, it’s interesting. There’s been articles written about it in which he said, ‘We 
couldn’t ever sort out who was responsible for what idea even’. There are certain 
things that I disapproved of and they became casualties. Lots of things he 
disapproved of that I wanted to do and, of course, they were casualties. I mean 
naturally I wasn’t responsible for the choreography but it was a complete inter-
working. It was quite, you know, a marvellous thing to be involved in. And an 
opportunity that few artists have, to work with someone who really is as good as 
Graeme Murphy is. We are going to do another one. 

JAMES GLEESON: Are you? That will be exciting. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Yes, we don’t know when. Well, we were going to do 
one in about a year’s time, but that’s rather been shot to pieces because I’ll 
probably be going overseas again, I think. But it was very exciting. I think it’s a 
good ballet, actually. 

JAMES GLEESON: I missed it for some reason, I don’t know why, because I 
admire his work. I liked Poppy very much. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Well, everybody said, you know, ‘I suppose you’ve learnt so 
much from it’. I don’t think I’ve learnt anything from it really. Because what my 
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brief really was was to make it look—ideally–as if it was a moving painting ballet. 
Well, of course, I discovered that was simply impossible. I couldn’t do that, it 
doesn’t work. You can’t translate across that directly.  

JAMES GLEESON: No. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Really it’s only in the last act where I have a wonderful, you 
know, free for all time, do whatever I like, and it does look a bit like a picture of 
mine. Well, what I was asked to do was give them the look. Of course, when I 
arrived with all these things which were in colour, they freaked out because The 
Dance Company has never done anything except it was in black and white or 
grey. I’ve never seen such terror in my life. You know, there they were having to 
wear primary colours on stage and stuff. They went crazy. They thought, ‘No’. 
But it was very interesting and I designed the lot down to the leotards. In fact, the 
leotards are not like any leotards you’d ever see because they were cut—well, 
not cut by me but the cutting was under my direction. I became very fascinated 
with it. It seems to me ballet has a lot of possibilities, you know. Or contemporary 
dance has a lot of possibilities. But only if you get a company as daring as The 
Dance Company because, you know, there they are, one of the very advanced 
companies and of course all advanced companies now use almost no sets, no 
design, no nothing, just lighting. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: There he was reintroducing it all.  

JAMES GLEESON: Exactly, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Which was fairly brave, I thought. But the major stimulus of it 
was working with people who are just so extraordinarily disciplined and talented. I 
think dancers and choreographers are more disciplined and talented—well, not 
more talented, but more disciplined—than any other people I’ve ever met in my 
life, you know. All they do is work. They’re workaholics really. But it was a very 
exciting thing to do. It was wonderful. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, that’s marvellous. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Very exciting. 

JAMES GLEESON: I’m very pleased to know that there might be an encore in a 
year’s time. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Well, what I was pleased about was that because I’d 
been the first painter to really do something as elaborate as this, a lot of other 
painters became very interested in it. I think a lot of people, a lot of very good 
artists, wouldn’t mind having a bit of a go at it. They’d probably do much better 
than I did. But I was the first. Because of its success, I think, you know, it’s made 
ballet seem a different thing to a lot of people, you know. 
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JAMES GLEESON: Back to the old days of Diagilev and Picasso. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, the Ballet Russes. 

JAMES GLEESON: (inaudible) 

ALAN OLDFIELD: (inaudible), exactly. Well, I mean, the stuff that came out of 
that was so wonderful, wasn’t it? 

JAMES GLEESON: Of course. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: You know. Of course you’re very lucky because you’ve got a 
lot of it in the gallery. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes, yes. Well, that area is one that’s very important. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Oh yes, it’s so good. But I think it’s got enormous possibilities 
because however much a painter has to translate his ideas across to make it 
work on a stage, because it has to be translated because dancing’s a thing of 
movement, painting’s a thing about stillness. They’re completely different, so all 
you really end up doing is advising heavily on things like the lighting and so forth 
and you do alter things but it would never look exactly like a perfect painting by 
whatever painter did it. It can’t. I think they do, however, have a much fresher 
approach than most people who’ve been trained as designers really. I’ve been 
told this and frankly looking at the designs that Matisse and so forth did, they are 
different, really they are. The more you look at the stuff that, say, Braque did and 
the stuff that Matisse did, the difference is enormous, you know. They’re both 
brilliant. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: One has this very theatrical stage quality and the other one is 
something quite different you know. A very exciting thing to work on.  

JAMES GLEESON: I’m very glad we’re having that. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, well you  

JAMES GLEESON: That will add great weight to that. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes. Well, you get about 50 drawings, I think. There’s quite a 
lot of it. Or maybe more than that. Of course, the set designs are in full colour, full 
colour renderings from which the scene painters work, you know. 

JAMES GLEESON: Marvellous. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I’m rather pleased they’re going into a collection like that, 
actually. 
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JAMES GLEESON: Oh yes, yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: I don’t know what happens with designs otherwise. What 
happens to them? 

JAMES GLEESON: No, no. They get broken up and lost and dispersed. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Yes, yes. I didn’t realise actually that ballets also have this 
extraordinary thing where the design is part of the ballet. Of course, you can’t just 
go and take a ballet. I mean, say, The New York City Ballet Company can’t go off 
and perform Rumours without the sets. It’s all linked together.  

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Isn’t that interesting? 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: All those classical ones, they can do that simply because 
whatever the time lapse is has either elapsed or it was before they had this 
understanding. So it’s nice to think there’ll be a bit of me floating around the 
stage one day in New York, isn’t it? 

JAMES GLEESON: Alan, well that’s good. Thank you very much. Is there 
anything else you would like to add to this? Any other information? 

ALAN OLDFIELD: No, I don’t think so. I’m sure there’s a million things that 
haven’t been covered, but probably enough to confuse the person listening 
totally. I think that’s about all. But, you know, I find, because I get interviewed a 
lot, that my views tend to change a lot too. I think they do. But I suppose anybody 
you’re interviewing is in the same position. 

JAMES GLEESON: Of course. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: It’s very hard to verbalise about something which really isn’t 
verbal. I mean, painting is a sight, an un-verbal thing. 

JAMES GLEESON: Well, anyway, this sort of project that we’re on here about is 
an ongoing thing. I hope that we’ll come back to you in future times as other 
works of yours come into the collection. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Oh good. 

JAMES GLEESON: S we’ll be able to take it up from there. 

ALAN OLDFIELD: Oh good. Okay. 

JAMES GLEESON: Thanks very much. 
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