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Primal, addictive, risky: why our up-and-coming
artists can’t stop making their mark

Exhibitions

Artists vying for the Geelong Contemporary Art Prize reflect on the highs and lows of

a creative life.

By Tiarney Miekus

JUNE 16, 2022

T he next generation of Australian artists is ascending in the art world during a time of
greater diversity and formal innovation in art, but also an age of social media, a global
pandemic and climate change. So what defines this newer cohort of artists? And how are

they feeling about the future? Five finalists in the $30,000 Geelong Contemporary Art Prize talk
about ambition, identity, financial pressures and why they keep creating.

Dane Lovett, 38

How would you describe the nature of
contemporary art? 
Huge question! From my own perspective it’s a
conversation between materials, ideas and feelings —
it can be something as simple as the way particular
brush marks or a colour might affect an image. There’s
exciting work being made exploring identity and new
technologies, but the contemporary art I’m mainly
interested in centres around painting and its rich
history.

What are the challenges facing younger artists? 
It’s always finding a place to make art and a place to
show it. Finding an affordable studio has pushed
artists to suburban fringes — but that challenge has
led to some exciting things in Melbourne with
galleries popping up in sheds and backyards.

Where do you see yourself as an artist in 20 years? 
I have romantic ideas of a studio in the country
somewhere. I’d also love to see what I’m making in 20
years. I can’t picture it, but I like that.

Dane Lovett, 14 days of pollen, 2021, oil
and synthetic polymer paint on canvas.
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST, STATION, MELBOURNE, AND

SULLIVAN+STRUMPF, SYDNEY © THE ARTIST
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Do you feel the weight of art history when developing your own style? 
It’s a fine balance between looking at everything that has been done before, learning from it,
and then simultaneously trying to free yourself from that long history. I’ve always found
certain tricks like drawing the same picture over and over or listening to repetitive music both
help me to free up a little, and just getting into the right zone for painting.

What do you think will define this period of Australian contemporary art? 
Time will tell. There are a lot of factors like the pandemic, war, bleached coral reefs and
expensive rent that will no doubt have an effect. The art that I have enjoyed over the past few
years has offered a contemplative take on things — anything that acts as a hand-made portal
into another world or provides a different viewpoint on the things around us.

Sam Martin, 37

Why do you paint? 
Painting or making pictures has always been a natural
form of communication for me. I love spending long
periods of time in the studio and I really value
painting as an educational device. When I’m making a
picture, I can reach thoughts that I otherwise can’t
articulate. For better or worse, I’ve become
increasingly committed and addicted to it as a primary
way of clearing and documenting my ideas.

How would you describe the nature of
contemporary art? 
I’d say it’s a platform that has become extremely
diverse. If one chooses to participate, it’s a very
inclusive space offering a voice and representation for
every person in our community.

What are the challenges facing younger artists? 
It’s a very saturated industry where every year
hundreds of students are graduating, looking for a foot
in the door. Juggling multiple jobs and “hats” to pay
for materials and studio rent can be extremely tricky.
Finding a place to exhibit your ideas and finding the
next opportunity that is sustainable and meaningful is
another challenge. And amongst all this, keeping true
to your own ideas.

Where do you see yourself as an artist in 20 years? 
In an ideal world, I’d hope to be still exhibiting on a consistent basis — hopefully to a wider
audience, with a goal of showing both internationally and in museums. Personally, I need to be
in the studio every day, to whatever capacity I can manage.

Do you feel the weight of art history when developing your own style? 
I love nothing more than looking at and being around paintings. I devour the history and
theories surrounding the medium, but I find it inspiring rather than a hindrance. I try not to be

Sam Martin, sequence red, how pink
2018–2020, cotton thread and synthetic
polymer paint on canvas on wooden
board. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND STATION,

MELBOURNE AND SYDNEY © THE ARTIST
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too fanatical about a particular painter or paintings but rather keep my influences diverse and
not specifically about paint. That way if I ever get stuck inside a painting, I can look outside to
get unstuck.

Georgia Spain, 29

Why do you paint? 
Some days I wonder! I have a real love/hate
relationship with painting — but I can’t imagine not
doing it, it’s a lifeline and rock for me. When I am
painting, I feel connected to the world, history and
people — and experiencing the work of other artists
holds that same power.

How would you describe the nature of
contemporary art? 
Shifting, changing, necessary, complex, truthful,
momentous, life-changing.

What are the challenges facing younger artists? 
I think being part of the internet and social media
generation can be a real challenge. It feels almost
impossible to avoid seeing what other people are
doing and making all the time. There can be a
dangerous focus put on productivity, output and
marketing over genuine creative exploration.

Where do you see yourself as an artist in 20 years? 
I hope that in 20 years I still feel as excited about
making things as I do now. I feel so inspired when I look at heroes of mine, like Rose Wylie and
David Hockney, who have been practising their whole lives and still get up every day and make
work. The ambitious side of me sees myself preparing for a show at MoMA with multiple
studios in different cities around the world! Ha!

Do you think about the future of painting? 
Yes and no. Painting has been declared “dead” so many times, but I think people will continue
to paint for as long as we exist. I know I will keep on painting while I’m here on earth. It’s a
primal and magical thing.

Renee Cosgrave, 36

How would you describe the nature of
contemporary art? 
I think contemporary art has to respond to the times
and contexts of today. Contemporary art is positioned
within a colonial context, and I think artists need to
respond whether they are First Nations people, people
of colour or settlers. By not responding you are saying
something too.

Georgia Spain, Pointing the finger, 2022,
synthetic polymer paint on canvas. 
COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND TOLARNO GALLERIES,

MELBOURNE © THE ARTIST
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What are the challenges facing younger artists? 
Younger artists have found themselves in a different
world. It can feel uncertain with wars, pandemics and
financial insecurity. The challenge is finding
community, friendship and care within our sector.
There are some gallery spaces and institutions that are
offering this environment for artists.

Where do you see yourself as an artist in 20 years? 
I hope that I’m still learning and still taking risks. I
often feel unsure or uncertain and I think that’s a good
thing: it means you and your work is growing and
changing.

You recently learnt raranga (Māori weaving). How
has that influenced your work? 
Learning raranga taught me a lot about myself, I realised I wasn’t listening to the instructions
of my kaiako (teacher). I had to listen and go slow. Learning raranga made me realise that
elements of Māori art were always evident in my practice, it’s taken time for me to see that. It’s
made me feel more connected to my tīpuna (ancestors). It’s powerful and important to follow
the same movements, actions and practices your ancestors followed.

Your finalist work is dedicated to your late mentor, the artist John Nixon. How vital are
mentors for emerging artists? 
Mentors are so important for artists. I felt very fortunate that John believed in me as an artist
and had a deep interest in my work. I was lucky to be his artist assistant after finishing art
school — we became friends, shared interests, and learnt from each other. I felt it was
important to listen to his advice and I’m thankful I did.

Clara Adolphs, 37

How would you describe the nature of
contemporary art? 
In some sense contemporary art is whatever you
determine it to be. It is broad and undefined in nature.
But in another sense, it is determined by gatekeepers
and tastemakers. I think it lies somewhere in between.

What are the challenges facing younger artists? 
Financial challenges would have to be at the top when
you are starting out. Striking the balance between
generating income and concentrating on the
development of your work. It can take some
perseverance.

Where do you see yourself as an artist in 20 years? 
I really don’t know. Hopefully in my studio.

Renee Cosgrave, Toi Rārangi, 2022, oil on
canvas. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST © THE ARTIST

Clara Adolphs, Girl, pool, 2022, oil on
linen. COURTESY OF THE ARTIST, CHALK HORSE,

SYDNEY, AND HUGO MICHELL GALLERY, ADELAIDE ©

THE ARTIST
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What are the hindrances and benefits to living and
working regionally (Southern Highlands of NSW),
as a younger artist?

Not being close to galleries and events. Less chance of
meeting with other artists and being a part of group
studios, having peers that can help you with your
development and finding your feet in the art world.
The art world can feel more daunting from afar. But
the benefits are absolute concentration on your work,
and working without distraction. There are times
when I really shut out the rest of the world and just
work. I find it hugely beneficial for my work, albeit
isolating. An added benefit is generally having a less
expensive lifestyle so that you can support yourself in
lean times.

Do you feel the weight of art history when
developing your own style? 
I think you have to feel the weight of art history in your practice at times. But there are periods
when I concentrate purely on my own practice, removed from all influences. Both are important
for development.

The exhibition of 28 shortlisted artists for the Geelong Contemporary Art Prize is at
Geelong Gallery, June 25 to September 11. The winner will be announced on July 15.

Clara Adolphs in the studio: “In some
sense contemporary art is whatever you
determine it to be.” LOUISE KENNERLEY


