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IMANTS TILLERS
VAULT ’s writer Louise Martin-
Chew speaks to one of Australia’s 
greatest living artists about his 
ongoing practice and the inherent 
tensions at play in his work.
FEATURE by LOUISE MARTIN-CHEW

AND THE DILEMMA OF 
CULTURAL APPROPRIATION
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Counting his output of painted canvas 
board panels has taken on the inexorable 
visual rhythm of a ticking clock in the 
practice of Imants Tillers. Since 1981,  
the artist has numbered his work painting, 
by painting, to produce an overall body of 
work. This strategic approach to his work 
sees each single canvas board become 
integral to a larger painting, but also part  
of a cumulative Book of Power (1998).  
Fran Clark, Director of Melbourne gallery 
ARC ONE, says, “Every painting is like a 
page, all paintings are numbered and part 
of certain chapters. He goes in and out of 
these chapters. Everything is connected.” 

The literary analogy is apt, as text is 
integral to these works: they intersperse 
quotations and words coined by writers, 
critics and other artists – invariably in  
the same capitalised font – with structured 
landscapes and patterns borrowed  
from a First Nation’s visual language, 
alongside abstraction, and a range of 
other rich imagery. 

Today, he is one of Australia’s most 
respected artists. He began working 
with small canvas boards in the early 
1980s, joined together once hung to 
create large-scale paintings. Tillers says, 
“This was a moment when painting was 

being reinvented internationally and in 
Australia. I came to it after a decade of 
conceptual art. The canvas boards had an 
amateur association. I wanted to use them 
to make large-scale works in the spare room 
of my flat and this was one way you could 
do it. Now I have painted 108,000 panels 
consecutively. It keeps me going.” 

However, what has drawn attention 
to his practice is his appropriation of the 
imagery and style of other artists from 
key modernist and contemporary figures 
in Europe and America. In the 1980s, 
and since, these have included Giorgio  
di Chirico and Georg Baselitz. From 
here he was drawn to Aboriginal 
painting in the 1990s and this led to 
“borrowing” imagery from Aboriginal 
artists, most notably from the seminal 
practice of First Nations artists Michael 
Nelson Jagamara. 

Art Historian Ian McLean suggests, 
“Tillers’ investigation of the copy was 
informed by his study of conceptual art, 
biological systems and mathematics, 
but most of all by his experiences as an 
Australian artist working at the cusp of 
globalisation and the digital age… the 
copy appears as a confirmation of one’s 
subservience and irrelevance, a sort of 

cliché that imperfectly reflects back the 
fixed authority and presence of the centre 
or original.”1 

Tillers has received number of accolades, 
which include representing Australia at 
the 13th São Paulo Art Biennial (1975), in 
Documenta 7 (1982), the 42nd Venice Biennale 
(1986), the Biennale of Sydney (2006, 1988, 
1986, 1979), and other exhibitions all over 
the world. He has held solo institutional 
exhibitions in London (1988), Wellington, 
New Zealand (1988), Latvia (1993) and 
Mexico (1999).  In Australia, he received the 
Wynne Prize for landscape in 2012 and 2013. 

In June 2018, Tillers was celebrated 
with a major retrospective exhibition at the 
Latvian National Museum in Riga titled 
The Journey to Nowhere. It focused in part 
on Latvian-style imagery in his work and 
marked his artistic return to the land of 
his parents. In this exhibition, the broader 
themes in his work concerning dislocation 
and diaspora connect to a personal history. 
Both his parents left Latvia in 1944, 
meeting in a refugee camp and coming 
to Australia, a place which they knew 
nothing about. A documentary filmed to 
accompany the exhibition called Thrown 
into the World (2018) explores Tillers’ dual 
identities, the conceptual and metaphysical 
exploration central to his work and his 
existential search for belonging. 

The Riga exhibition was hosted in an 
underground extension to the Latvian 
National Museum of Art. These large 
spaces proved a simple foil for Tillers’ 12 
large-scale works. Filming the documentary 
while painting new works made for a 
labour intensive three years. Among 
them are landscapes that surround the 
Latvian built skyline with patterns 
referencing Indigenous iconography. 

These paintings are symptomatic of his 
intense interest in Aboriginal spirituality 
but also his explorations of the connections 
between disparate systems: synchronicity, 
coincidence, and quantum physics. 

The documentary includes a visit to 
Michael Nelson Jagamara’s home in 
Papunya, highlighting the friendship 
that emerged from an initially testing 
confrontation. They first met when 
Jagamara challenged Tillers, after Tillers 
appropriated Jagamara’s Five Stories (1984) 
for his The Nine Shots (1985), and both 
works were juxtaposed in the 6thBiennale  
of Sydney (1986) catalogue. 

Michael Eather, Director of Brisbane’s 
Fireworks Gallery, who mediated the 
relationship between the two, says, “It is 
almost ancient history that Imants’ earlier 
appropriation was a problem. Metafisica 
Australe (2017), another collaborative work 
between Tillers and Jagamara, was the subject 
of the Queensland Art Gallery and Gallery 
of Modern Art’s Foundation Appeal last 
year. It is one of the 24 collaborative – 
major and modest – works they have made 
together since 2001.”

Tillers says, “[In] the early 2000s a 
sculptural project for the Olympics provided 
an opportunity to do some collaborative 

“EVERY PAINTING IS LIKE  
A PAGE, ALL PAINTINGS 
ARE NUMBERED AND PART 
OF CERTAIN CHAPTERS.”  

Top to bottom 
IMANTS TILLERS 
Nature Speaks: GR, 2019 
synthetic polymer  
paint, gouache on  
16 canvasboards 
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Opposite 
IMANTS TILLERS 
Be the Leap, 2019 
synthetic polymer  
paint, gouache on  
32 canvasboards 
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Installation view 
IMANTS TILLERS 
The Path Itself 
Roslyn Oxley  
Gallery, Sydney 
Photo: Luis Power
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works with Michael Nelson Jagamara. 
I am grateful for that. It opened up a 
lot of possibilities.”

Now heading for his 70th year, 
Tillers is not slowing down. After  
the intensity of the lead-up to the 
2018 retrospective, he hoped for 
something of a sabbatical in 2019  
but it hasn’t worked out that way.  
His legacy seems assured, as a 
major new work reflecting his role 
in assisting Christo’s wrapping of 
Little Bay, and it contributed to the 
exhibition Making Art Public:  
50 Years of Kaldor Art Projects (2019) 
at the Art Gallery of New South 
Wales. He also made new work for 
the 2019 Sydney Contemporary, 
exhibiting with Melbourne’s ARC 
ONE, and a solo exhibition titled The 
Path Itself opened at Roslyn Oxley9 
Gallery in September 2019. A book 
of selected writings about Tillers 
work will be published by Giramondo 
Publishing in 2020.

Paul Greenaway, who represents 
Tillers in Adelaide, believes,  
“Few artists in Australia will 
be more than a byline in any 
international view of where world 
art was between 1970 and 2030… 
I think he will be one of the artists 
who are more than a footnote.” 
Greenaway says that he admires 
the “gravitas in the work and in the 
person. There is wonderful literary 
referencing to his work, language  
has become more important.”  
Clark believes too that recognition 
in Latvia has been important. “As 
an artist his fate was to question 
belonging and his way  
to comprehend this feeling was to 
take the journey. I look forward  
to a new chapter in this heartbeat  
of resonance.”  

Imants Tillers: A New World Rises, a recreation  
of the installation created by Christo and  
Jeanne-Claude at Little Bay, is part of Making 
Art Public: 50 Years of Kaldor Art Projects at the 
Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney until 
February 16, 2020. 
Imants Tillers is represented by Roslyn Oxley9 
Gallery, Sydney; ARC ONE, Melbourne; 
GAGPROJECTS | Greenaway Art Gallery, 
Adelaide; Jan Manton Art, Brisbane and 
Fireworks Gallery, Brisbane (collaborative  
works with Michael Nelson Jagamara).
roslynoxley9.com.au
arcone.com.au
gagprojects.com
janmantonart.com
fireworksgallery.com.au
1.  McLean, Ian, ‘9 Shots 5 Stories: Imants Tillers 

and Indigenous Difference’, Art Monthly 
Australia, no. 228, April 2010, pp. 13–16.
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acrylic, gouache on 24 canvas 
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on 24 canvas boards,  
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