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WHILE many artists were fleeing Australia for the cultural centres of Europe and London in 
the 1960s, Sydney Ball was different; he decided to travel to New York. It was a decision 
that would prove prophetic. 
Ball, who was born in Adelaide in 1933, initially became an architectural draughtsman but then 
decided to study art full time. 
He inquired about studying at Melbourne's National Gallery School but, when he learned that the 
syllabus included a full year of sketching plaster casts, he moved to New York instead. 
He arrived there in 1962 and enrolled at the Art Students League of New York, where he studied 
under the influential Theodoros Stamos, who confirmed Ball's belief that "art is not an object, it is 
an experience". He also met some of the masters of colour, such as Mark Rothko, Willem de 
Kooning and Robert Motherwell. 
Ball's passion was for colour painting and his first abstract paintings of vertical lines of colour, 
named the Band series, were exhibited at New York's Westerly Gallery in April 1964, receiving 
several favourable reviews. Later that year he exhibited the first paintings of his Cantos series. 

 
Returning to Australia in 1965, Ball held a one-man show at Melbourne's Museum of Modern Art, 
presenting, as historian Janine Burke noted, the first opportunity for a local art audience "to view 
hard-edge abstraction as practised by an Australian artist". 
While some of Ball's exhibitions received less positive reviews, he had numerous prominent 
supporters. 
In his book Modern Painters, artist and critic James Gleeson described Ball's use of colour as "a 
kind of shock therapy . . . what appeared at first to be cool and mechanical paintings have in fact 
wrought a kind of miracle". 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In 1967 Ball began his Modular series, using glider plywood in the construction and spraying 
enamel finishes in car spraying booths to get the right luminosity and shine. 
Temple, a painting from this series, is in the collection of the Penrith Regional Gallery, situated at 
the foot of the Blue Mountains, west of Sydney. 
When I visit, I'm shown the painting by Shirley Daborn, curator and collections manager at the 
gallery. 
Daborn says Temple is a "fabulous piece" that was purchased after its inclusion in the 2008 survey 
exhibition Sydney Ball: The Colour Paintings, 1963-2007, curated by Penrith's former gallery 
director Anne Loxley. 



	  

"We are very fortunate to have this work come into the collection," Daborn says. "Our collection 
focuses on abstract works in the Sydney region and this fits right in. Temple is part of his Modular 
series, one of his smaller series. 
"It is a good example of how he likes to explore the power of colour as a property in itself. He has 
used enamel, which was used for cars. At that time there was a focus on industrial materials being 
explored. The luminosity that Syd got from the enamel paint is of interest in this work because it 
would have been painted in a car plant to get that kind of perfect finish." 
Daborn says Ball's career has been fascinating, encompassing his studies in the US, his 
association with the New York artists and his travels in Asia. Ball, who lives in Sydney, continues 
to paint and exhibit. 
"I think Rothko, de Kooning and Motherwell enhanced his love of colour, even though Syd's art 
practice doesn't necessarily reflect their style and technique," Daborn says. 
"Then when he came back to Australia he was represented in The Field exhibition in 1968 and his 
love of travel through Asia has also been a big influence on his work. 
"But, primarily, his career has been an exploration of colour because he does talk about how you 
can use colour to generate emotion. I think his love of colour has been his pursuit throughout his 
whole career." 
	  


