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Lara Merrett with her installation Paint 
me in, 2018, commissioned by the 
Museum of Contemporary Art for the 
Jackson Bella Room. 
Photo: Anna Kučera 
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I was first introduced to Lara Merrett’s artistic practice 
from inside her commission Paint me in, 2018, at the 
Museum of Contemporary Art (Warrung, Circular Quay, 
Sydney). Three oversized canvas slings, attached to 
brackets, swung across a sunflower carpet, an array of 
hypercoloured pillows scattered around. Each coloured 
swing allowed a person to lie flat and slide multi-
directionally throughout the space, the artwork being 
simultaneously soft sculpture and painting. For all intents 
and purposes, you were held groundless in colour—
supported by and within painting. Later, at a raucous 
MCA Art Bar, which Lara had curated, my sister and I 
swung in one together, next to a giggly couple swinging 
through their first date.

I visited Lara not long after at her rambling shared studio 
on Parramatta Road. Entering through the mechanic’s 
in the back laneway, there was a convivial atmosphere, 
open walls, and in clear view a long table for lunch, 
conversation, or the odd card game. In that moment, 
Lara’s studio was both social space, haberdashery, and 
soft sculpture; linen canvasses were draped, pinned, 

tucked, cut and grottoed into one another; some were 
stretched with fine painted detail, others had large 
swathes of colour that had been poured, pooled, and 
accidentally tipped; and bleeding into one another, 
all were residue and memory from past works. Music 
is heard from the studio next door, someone else was 
whistling. Merrett’s work has always been social and 
immersive, with painting as the departure point.

It is an undeniable privilege to work closely with artists 
as a witness to the inception and development of their 
work. Increasingly, this witnessing occurs outside of the 
studio, in conversation, while walking nature-adjacent, 
with others, family, friends or lovers, on a drive, over 
a rowdy meal, or after a protest. These are the spaces 
in which art is first thought, where the latent becomes 
manifest and takes form. It is generally understood 
that this context and character is often distinct and 
invisible from what publics encounter in the gallery. 
Sometimes, artworks leave the biographical site, which 
is often collaborative, and enter the space of exhibition 
where new meanings are created. Merrett’s work 
adeptly unravels this relationship. Audiences are invited 
as active participants in her work, painted surfaces 
are interchangeable, and able to be touched, walked 
among, cut through, and removed. There is an enormous 
generosity and trust transferred to the audience when 
this happens. The works seem to say ‘it’s ok, come 
closer’.

Naturally, Merrett’s work finds a comfortable home in 
the public sphere, outside of the gallery, complicating 
the painterly tradition of plein air. One such project saw 
Lara produce High Stakes, 2019, for UQ Art Museum 
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(Meanjin, Brisbane), in partnership with Sydney-based 
bamboo architects Cave Urban. Alongside Lara and her 
eldest son, UQ Art Museum staff harvested invasive 
bamboo at a commune called Crystal Waters on Kabi 
Kabi (Gabi Gabi) and Jinibara Country (Sunshine Coast). 
The bamboo harvested became the scaffolding for a 
temporary outdoor studio on the front lawn of the UQ 
Art Museum, where sixty students from all disciplines 
joined Lara to paint and pour colour on oversized 
canvases. For two weeks the work grew, the group 
pausing daily to eat lunch with one another and to reflect 
on the activity. The works then entered the gallery as 
aecho of community sculpture, spaces were created for 
repose, inhabitable by the audience.

Merrett is aligned with female artists unencumbered 
by the traditions of medium; Viviane Suter’s gigantuan 
unstretched surfaces painted in concert with the 
weather; the cast wire forms of Ruth Asawa; Phyllida 
Barlow’s precarious assemblages; and the soft forms 
in the works of Sheila Hicks. I am reminded as well of 
French collective Supports/Surfaces from the 1970s, 
that staged a series of ephemeral outdoor installations, 
beyond the reach of institutions. All with the intent to 
recast the die toward social and environmental justice, 
jettisoning the critical discourse surrounding the artwork 
beyond the pure concerns of medium.

Merrett spends considerable time at her family home 
in Bendalong. Days are broken up by swims across 
Washerwoman’s Beach, and time is marked with the 
light of sunrise and sunset. Just south of this beach, is 
the small town of Manyana, a hamlet spared during the 
devastating fire season of 2020. Manyana Matters, an 
eco-activist group—to which Lara belongs was formed to 
protect the last unburnt forest from housing developers. 
After the mass ecocide and loss of wilderness in the 
fires, Manyana has become a sanctuary for myriad flora 

and fauna. Merrett, along with a staunch group of locals 
have been lobbying local, state and federal governments 
through the campaign #manyanamatters. The wider 
artistic community was invited to visit the site, where 
they painted protest banners for the blockade in 2020. 
Huge canvases were hung along the entire length of 
the fence dividing the forest. One read ‘The Word for 
World is Forest’, the title of Ursula K. Le Guin’s seminal 
1976 sci-fi novel, another ‘Our last minute…’.There are 
similarities in the collaborative nature of Merrett’s other 
works, the mobilisation of publics, economies of material, 
and distributed authorship. Manyana, however, stands 
apart as a message board of solidarity in the Pyrocene, 
uniting both human and non-humans alike. 

This eco-advocacy continues for Merrett in her work 
with the group Dirt Witches, who most recently installed 
a micro-forest in downtown Haymarket. Barlow Street 
Forest, 2021, is a rewilding project for the City of 
Sydney that creates environments for the hosting of 
critically endangered native species such as stingless 
sugarbag native bees, or local banksia varieties. These 
interventions, among many, illustrate Merrett’s work 
as multifaceted and site-responsive, slipping between 
installation, painting, soft-sculpture and ecoactivism. 
Back in the studio now, coloured linen and drop cloth 
are scaled and pinned to one another. The multiple 
cascading frames are akin to a desktop, hyperlinking to 
place and biography. Colours? Deep greens of mature 
Manyana forests, peach tinges like endangered banksia, 
greys of morning swims, lime like invasive bamboo, the 
purpling of womanhood, blues of conviviality.

+ TO SEE AVAILABLE WORKS BY LARA MERRETT,  

     ACCESS THE VIEWING ROOM BY ENTERING YOUR  

     EMAIL ADDRESS 

https://www.sullivanstrumpf.com/viewing-spaces/lara-merret/
https://www.sullivanstrumpf.com/viewing-spaces/lara-merret/
https://www.sullivanstrumpf.com/viewing-spaces/lara-merret/
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Lara Merrett, Time After Time (Compendium of 
Gestures) (exhibition view), 2017, Superposition of 
three types, Artspace, Sydney, 2017.
Photo: Jek Maurer
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LEFT: Lara Merrett
Purple, purple, opposites attract, 2016
acrylic and ink on linen
90 x 95 cm
Photo: Jek Maurer

RIGHT: Lara Merrett
What she said he said, 2021 
acrylic and ink on linen
143 x 104 cm
Photo: Chloé Callistemon
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