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Music of the  
Spheres

As he turns 80, Sydney Ball is one of the doyens of Australian 

abstract painting. Paul McGillick reveals the close connection 

between his work, architecture and where and how he chooses to live.
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B
orn in 1933, Syd Ball describes 
himself as a child of the Depression, 
the youngest of four, who grew up 
more or less as a loner and with his 
father hospitalised for many years.

He developed an interest in art at school 
and subsequently joined the Royal South 
Australian Society of Arts who provided a 
model for life drawing every Saturday. He also 
enrolled part-time at the South Australian 
School of Art (SASA) and joined the Workers 
Education Association where he came into 
contact with the dynamic Polish émigré, 
Wladyslaw Dutkiewicz who, with his brother, 
Ludwig, formed part of an avant-garde clutch 
of European artists displaced by the War.

But Ball studied architecture and qualified 
as an architectural draughtsman, a clue to the 
fact that, at this stage (late 1950s/early 1960s) 
he was still unsure if he had the talent and 
originality to become a professional artist. He 
applied for admission to the National Gallery of 
Victoria School, thinking this would help clarify 
where he stood, but being told he would have 
to draw plaster casts for the first year – given 
he was an already an accomplished drawer 
– he elected to stay in Adelaide where a new 

breed of avant-garde émigrés had established 
themselves at the SASA, now directed by the 
dynamic German printmaker, Udo Sellbach. 
One of these was the American, Charles 
Reddington, who was effectively a torch bearer 
for the new expressive abstraction in the U.S. 
Convinced he needed to test himself overseas, 
Ball asked Reddington where he should go. 
Reddington was unambiguous – New York, 
the new powerhouse of contemporary art and 
home to many great museums and collections.

“I wanted to find out how good I was,” says 
Ball. “I wanted to be able to measure myself 
against better quality. I thought that if I 
couldn’t make it as an artist, I would head back 
into architecture.” So Ball left architectural 
draughting (which paid poorly) and took a job 
in an advertising agency in Melbourne (which 
paid a lot more) to save the money he needed.

He first tried to enrol with the great 
German-American painter, Hans Hofmann – 
“I had seen Hans Hofmann’s work and liked it 
very much” – but Hofmann had retired from 
teaching. So, he enrolled at the Art Students 
League of New York, one of the most prominent 
art schools in the city and his life transformed. 
“I just soaked it all up,” he says.

previous  |  SYD BALL IN HIS STUDIO. aBove  |  the ENTRY TO THE HOUSE IS AccESSED AcROSS AN ELEVATED TIMBER WALKWAY. BeLoW  |  THIS cLASSIc MURcUTT HOUSE ‘TOUcHES THE  
EARTH LIGHTLY’. opposite  |  IN THE STUDIO, SYD SITS IN THE BATTERED OLD ARMcHAIR HE USES TO cONTEMPLATE WORK IN PROGRESS.
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His teacher, Theodor Stamos, helped Ball 
re-think his work, resulting in Ball ’s first 
significant series of paintings, the Cantos, 
inspired by the poems of Ezra Pound – “I liked 
that breaking up of language and bringing a 
whole new structure to language.” He absorbed 
the work of the New York school of abstract 
expressionists, especially Mark Rothko and 
Barnett Newman whose work had a Japanese 
influence, especially the sublime, “feeling as 
against form”, as Ball puts it. The circle form 
used in the Cantos is an Asian symbol of infinity 
and it is this fascination with the sublime which 
has informed Ball’s work ever since.

Most architects aspire to being artists. 
Few succeed because of a preoccupation with 
external form. Ball says that architecture has 
always played an important role in his work, 
but for him it is less to do with form and more to 
do with space and the spiritual dimension. He 
says it is about “geometry in space where colour 
becomes the space-defining agent, helping to 
define proportions. I felt very much at home 
working in a geometric pattern. This is sacred 
geometry (as in Kandinsky) and I see what I am 
doing now as being to do with fractal geometry, 
not Euclidian”.

I liked that breaking up of language and bringing  
a whole new structure to language.

Syd  |  artiSt & reSident

aBove  |  THE DINING AREA AND SITTING ROOM ARE SEPARATED BY THE SLOW cOMBUSTION FIREPLAcE. opposite  |  LOOKING DOWN THE HALLWAY TO THE BEDROOM AND OFFIcE.
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This preoccupation with colour and space as 
metaphors for spiritual enlightenment has 
been sustained by where Ball has lived and 
worked for the last thirty years.

After a second sojourn in New York, Ball 
returned to Australia with an established 
reputation, but tired of constantly losing 
studios due to fire, lease terminations or re-
development. He wanted to own his own studio. 
Looking everywhere for something affordable, 
he found himself one Saturday considering a 25 
acre block of bushland at Glenorie, a rural area 
roughly 50 kilometres north of Sydney.

He bought it, not really knowing what to 
do on it. The land is classic east coast bush – 
sloping, falling quite steeply away on one side, 
the sandstone substrate exposed as boulders 
or outcrops with a sometimes dense filigree of 
trees and scrub. This “organic interweaving, 
interlocking, all this drawing that’s going on 
and the marks made by various animals” has 
been a constant source of inspiration for Ball 
ever since.

On reflection, Ball sees his move to the bush 
as a deliberate decision. It was not just a case 
of establishing a permanent studio, but a way 
to leave the ‘noise’ of the city behind in order to 
hear more clearly the ‘music of the spheres’.

It is not a large house by any stretch of the imagination, but it is comfortable  
and has the right sort of feeling.

Syd  |  artiSt & reSident

aBove  |  THE HOUSE IS FILLED WITH A MIX OF SYD’S OWN WORK AND ART, ARTEFAcTS AND FURNISHINGS FROM PAPUA NEW GUINEA AND ASIA.
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Ball had seen Glenn Murcutt’s Kempsey House 
(1974/75, 1980) and was impressed. A mutual 
friend, the landscape architect, Bill Ashton, 
introduced them over lunch where Murcutt 
agreed to design a house – but said he couldn’t 
do it for three years.

The house was finished in 1983 along 
with two studios, one for Ball and one for his 
then partner, artist, Lynn Eastaway. It is now 
regarded as a classic Murcutt house attracting 
many visitors – in fact, too many, and Ball 
has had to limit the visits in order to avoid 
disruption to his work routine.

“It is not a large house by any stretch of 
the imagination,” says Ball. “But it is comfort- 
able and has the right sort of feeling.” The 
‘right sort of feeling’ is important to Ball. 
While the Cantos and the later modular works 
– inspired by sculptor Anthony Caro who took 
sculpture off the pedestal and put it in the 
landscape leading Ball to think “If a sculptor 
could do it, why not a painter?” – may look 
very calculated and formal, in fact they are 
powerfully intuitive. They just feel right. Then 
consider the Stain Paintings Series, some 
of them on a huge scale – these are overtly 

intuitive pictures which depend for their 
success on ‘feeling right’.

Living in the bush, largely in isolation, has 
been crucial to Ball’s work over the last thirty 
years. The house plays an important role in this, 
typifying as it does the Murcutt philosophy to 
“touch the earth lightly”. It floats out over 
a sandstone outcrop, itself approached by a 
floating, slightly meandering, timber footbridge. 
Two small, discrete rooms at the southern 
end (one a bedroom, the other Ball’s study) 
are linked to the public areas by a corridor. 
The kitchen and dining area peel off from the 
corridor which culminates in the north-facing 
living room with its floor-to-ceiling glazing 
leading on to a floating timber deck.

Essentially, the house offers classic refuge 
and prospect. It is an intimate refuge, but 
connects directly with its natural context at 
the southern end and by another deck along 
the western elevation. So, living in this house 
affords Ball constant exposure to the landscape 
which feeds his imagination.

To the naiive eye, pure abstraction seems 
to have no connection to the physical world. In 
fact, if anything, the natural world is even more 

opposite aBove LeFt  |  THE PATH TO THE STUDIO. opposite aBove riGht  |  A JAPANESE LANTERN ON A ROcK ABOVE THE HOUSE. opposite BeLoW  |  SYD WITH ONE OF HIS OWN PAINTINGS. 
aBove  |  THE DEcK OFF THE SITTING ROOM FAcES NORTH.
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important to an abstractionist like Syd Ball. It 
is just that the abstractionist does not attempt 
to represent the natural world, simply to 
replicate the experience of being in the world.

Syd Ball’s work offers enormous variety and 
range of scale. But linking his lifetime’s work 
is the fact that standing in front of any of his 
paintings is an experience. There is nothing 
didactic about them. They have to be felt, they 
demand surrender. This is the sublime.

A celebratory 80th birthday exhibition entitled 
‘Sydney Ball – The Stain Paintings, 1971-79’ will 
be held at Sullivan + Strumpf gallery in Sydney
19 October – 16 November 2013.

aBove  |  INFINEX #25 (2012), AcRYLIc ON cANVAS, 200X336cM. miDDLe  |  CANTO XV (1965), AcRYLIc ON cANVAS, 153X149cM.
BeLoW  |  OCEANIA (1977/78), AcRYLIc AND ENAMEL ON cANVAS, 303X372cM. IMAGES cOURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND SULLIVAN + STRUMPF.

sullivanstrumpf.com
For more on Syd’s celebratory 80th exhibition visit 

habitusliving.com/issue21/sydball 
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