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Paradox of Elizabeth Durack

By MARIA PRERAUER

IN the early 1960s, u visit-
ing Russian wriler called
Daniel Granin found himself
in Weslern Australia in an
all-white parlor foll of whal
he called “fashicnable imita-
lion  antique  lurnilure®
partaking of collee wilh the
elegant Durack sisters.

When Elizabeth invited him
up Lo view her paintings he
recalls being somewhat alor-
med. He had no time o waste
on pretty “cop-art” nothings.

The "nyet” was already on
his lips (as he was Lo report
Iater In' Moscow's multl-
lngual weekly New Times)

when he caught sight of her -

hands. To his surprise, far
from being dainly and ly-
white they were "blg™ and
“Ured” = the kind he had seen
on weavers in factories. This

5o inbrigued him that he chan--

ged his mind.

But when he entered the
studioc he went into shock,
Durack was in her soclal real-
ism period, and there, crowd-
Ing in upon him were works of
such power he doubled
whether even their erealor
realised thelr eoloasal impact.

There were “Aboriginal chil-
dren standing in hand
on skmnny legs”, reminding
him ol blockaded Leningrad.
“Only instead of snow and ey
pavements, here was
and dirty desert. Clullered
with emptly Lins and refuse,”

A onee srong and bandsone

race. he wrole, wandered aim-
lessly like ghosts amid hovels
of apcking and boxes — n lost
proplé standing an Lhe thresh
ol of non-exisvence

This story, relold by Palrick
Hutehings in Mhe Arl of Eliza-
beth Durack - o handsome
pleture book covering six deca-
des and 8 works, 43 magnili-
cently reproduced in Tull color
= s particularly revealing, Mol
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Erosion, 1954, oil on  Masonite, from The Arl of Ehzabeth Durack

» The rim, the rim of aur brittle and disin

0 much lor whal Oranin siw
in e pintings, as  flor
Durack’s complele  repudin-
Lhaaps ol 1L

His interprelation, she savs,
both surprised aond amused
her. Bhe was anything bul a
erugader with a socis]l con-
science Nghling the cause of
Aborigines. Shwe was notb horri-
Ned by dereliction, just Tascin-
ated. She lked the look of

tegraling world

makeshilt min-mias and Lat-
bered wind-moulded Lrousers
and was delighted by “the
sight of dogs =o lean that they
revend Lheir entire bone skric-
Lure",

Even allowing [or any politi-
cal over-reaction, this state-
ment seems only to add Lo the
parndox that s Elizabelh
Duraek. The paradox becomes
even more purzling when, as
i this volume, 1L ks possible [or
the first time Lo gain an over-
view ol her work

Even a brief (lip through is
enough to establish that she
has Lried, used and ultimately
disearded o bewildering
variely of styles and schools.
Which, one might ask, is the
real Elizabweih Durnck?

15 it the Diryadade indluenced
freaking Colls, where wildly
bucking horses [y through
the pir. necks arched, open
mouths sereaming in prolest?
Or Figures in a landscape
where winlent swirls of red.
pink and white aliack barely
visible black shapes aganinst an
electrie blue sky of which
Jackson Poliock might have
bty prowd?

Or the van Coghesque Obd
Broome Church, rising Irom a
hall-tamed gurden of white
liowers  and dark  banana
palmis? Or the Dobell inspired
Hroome Madonna with the
swollen belly, round as o globe,
erupling Irom the shapeless
blue gown? Or even the
women's mag sugar of The
Kid, depicling a wide-eyed
Aboriginal girl cuddling a litile
while goat?

A closer examination, how-
ever, revenls that all are in
fact brue Durack. There is in
each ol them, whalever the
siyle ol Lhe moanent, some-
thing entirely individual and

. 1974, gouache on paper

completely Ausiralian, West
Australian even.

Indeed, the key Lo her
artistic philogophy was most
likely implicit in her reply to
Granin, In almost every work
the Aboriginal influence is
chear. Bul not in an sbvious or
simplistic way. It seems Lo go
much deeper than that. It
probably comes from her hav-
ing been exposed to their art
Irom an enrly age.

What she seems Lo have
been striving for. above all
else, is some kind of universal
Dreamiime - or somelines
Rightmaretime = in which, as
in the legends, everything
Irom slones, Lrees, sky and
landscape, Lo animals and
mn are part of te ane entity,
esch as important as the
other

Basically it Is the shapes
themselves, or the shapes in
motion, thal seem Lo have
obsessed her. In her latest
paintings, for expmiple Damp-
ler from Lhe series Explorers
and Discoverers, Lhey are
reduced Lo the barest and
muost Lelling of absiract sym-
bols — a slark compasition of
kinnl hiobs of bhlack acrylic
invading a glaringly white
backgrouwnd

Al least, thal is Lhe impres-
sion lefl on ane reader by this
magnificent and reasonably
priced book. 1M b is wrong, no
doubl Elizabeth Durack will
once again express hersell in
surprise and amusement.

THE ART OF ELIZARETH
DURACK, introduction Pal-
rick Hulchings, Angus and
Robertson, £24.95



