
 

 
Sydney Ball Ispahan, 1967, left panel of diptych. 

 

The Field exhibition marked shift in Australian art 
Beckett Rozentals, The Australian, April 23, 2018 

 
Fifty years on, the significance of The Field in Australian art history cannot be overemphasised.  

It catalysed debate regarding the direction of Australian art and marked a dramatic shift in the 
National Gallery of Victoria’s approach to presenting contemporary art. 

Curators John Stringer and Brian Finemore set out to define an “entire direction” in contemporary 
Australian art that had -received no previous institutional attention and to study a certain 
international tendency in emerging Australian artists both at home and abroad. Selected for 
-exhibition were 40 artists who were primarily producing art that was flat, abstract, patterned, 
geometric or in the colour field style. 

For many, it seemed odd to open the gallery’s new premises with such a narrowly focused exhibition, 
particularly for those who were accustomed to the prevailing style of figuration. Some artists were 
unhappy to have been left out of such an important -occasion and felt the inaugural -exhibition at the 
new NGV should have highlighted the achievements of a broader Australian art history. Many of the 
criticisms were inextricably linked with the opening of the new building -designed by Sir Roy 
Grounds that, compared with the NGV’s former premises at the State Library of Victoria on Swanston 
Street, presented a modern vision of the art museum. 

Since its staging in 1968, The Field has been debated, theorised and re-theorised, and the subject of 
several re-imaginings and interpretations. This latest manifestation, a recreation of The Field, allows 



an analysis of the curatorial premise and the circumstances surrounding the original presentation 50 
years ago, viewed independently of the excitement that surrounded the opening of an -exhibition 
space and major new building for the NGV. 

The 1960s saw a new generation of artists emerge across the country, many of whom had begun to 
look towards an international modernist tradition with -origins in the US. 

The Field artists were the face of this new generation, defined as the new abstractionists. For some 
of these artists, the work of the -Antipodean group — including Charles Blackman, Arthur Boyd, 
Daniel Boyd, Robert Dickerson, John Perceval and John Brack, along with art historian and critic 
Bernard Smith, who defended the importance of figurative art — was considered sentimental and 
folksy. 

Apart from Sydney Ball, Clement Meadmore and Michael Nicholson, those selected for The Field were 
predominantly emerging artists, many of whom had not held a solo exhibition, let alone had exhibited 
their work in a major institution. 

Recognised artists with established reputations, such as Boyd, Brack and Sidney Nolan, were not 
considered. 

Although the paintings and sculptures were predominantly related to styles that had their roots in 
the US, only Ball, Ian Burn, James Doolin, Meadmore and Mel Ramsden had had immediate contact 
with the US art scene in the years before the exhibition. 

Works in The Field also showed European and English influences, and a number of the artists 
-included in the exhibition were born, or had travelled to or lived in Europe and Britain before 1968. 
By the time works were selected by the curators, Robert Jacks and Robert Hunter were both in 
Canada, and a number of works shown in the exhibition were created overseas and freighted to 
Australia, including Mel Ramsden’s No title, 1966, Meadmore’s three sculptures and Doolin’s three 
-Artificial landscapes, 1967. 

Doolin, an American artist who taught in Australia from 1965 to 1967, was a major exponent of the 
emerging international style in Australia before The Field. The forms in his Artificial landscape 
paintings drew on urban imagery, referring to street scenes and street signs. 

Before the opening, influential New York art critic Clement Greenberg visited Melbourne to judge the 
1968 Georges Invitation Art Prize. 

Previous winners had included John Olsen, Len French and Roger Kemp, but Greenberg caused a stir 
by awarding the prize to Ball, who had been living in New York, for a vibrant colour field painting. 
Although numerous Australian artists were practising in this style, for many artists, awarding the 
prize to Ball by Greenberg legitimised the style. 

Also important to the 1960s Australian art scene was the -Museum of Modern Art travelling 
exhibition Two Decades of American Painting, which opened at the NGV in 1967 and was the first 
large-scale exhibition to survey contemporary American art, including new styles of abstraction by 
artists such as Josef Albers, Ad Reinhardt and Mark Rothko, as well as hard-edge and colour field 
painting. 

The NGV opened its doors on St Kilda Road with a gala affair on August 20, 1968, and The Field 
opened the following day with celebrations attended by more than 1000 guests. 



One of the most vocal detractors was critic Alan McCulloch, a supporter of the preceding generation 
of Australian artists, including many of the Antipodean group. McCulloch had already -expressed his 
contempt for new abstraction, and his commentary in Melbourne newspaper The Herald shortly after 
the opening articulated the threat: “What if it represents an overture to a continuous program of 
similar shows? It then represents not just an ephemeral gesture, but a serious threat to the emerging 
creative spirit which during the last 15 years has been given distinct and promising identity to 
Australian painting.” 

This commentary was met with defence from supporters, with one reply stating that the real threat 
to the future of Australian painting was “not that a number of artists choose to exercise their freedom 
by expressing themselves in a certain way, but that such vague, coloured emotional nonsense can be 
passed off as art criticism”. 

Art patron John Reed also spoke out against McCulloch, saying his remarks revealed “an unfortunate 
lack of contact with an important section of the creative world”. 

A year on, McCulloch continued to belittle the exhibition, stating it was the “wholesale imitation of 
another country’s abstract art” and that art “without its regional differences would be soulless art”. 
His deeply felt response went further, arguing that if new abstraction was adopted, it would “soon 
bring art itself to an end”. 

For art critic and artist Donald Brook, the debate also centred on national identity, and he speculated 
that the “new art collected together in The Field is nonfigurative and the artists have nothing to say 
through it, either about themselves or about their country”. Artists such as Clifton Pugh and Albert 
Tucker also criticised the exhibition for its “internationalism”, speaking out on Melbourne television 
about their disapproval of The Field. Adherents of the -exhibition responded stridently — the 
battlelines had been set. 

Support came from Patrick McCaughey and Elwyn Lynn, both of whom wrote essays for The Field 
catalogue. Lynn, frustrated at the scepticism towards the new -abstractionists and the ongoing 
suggestions by detractors that the work was easy to produce and all looked the same, argued that “no 
formal analysis can explain why James Doolin, who has the toughest of surfaces, can achieve such 
tension with bands of sweet pastel, why Robert Jacks’ five red oblongs separated by pastel prisms 
can produce such Matissian serenity, why Michael Johnson’s great velvety brown area can suddenly 
look like an upholstered guillotine, or why, in McGillick’s Arbitrator, the modular arrangement can 
bring the shapes into spatial colloquy”. 

McCaughey, who had recently taken over from art historian Bernard Smith as art critic for The Age, 
argued prolifically against the negative reviews, including McCulloch’s in the rival newspaper The 
Herald. It was The Age against The Herald, McCaughey against McCulloch.  

In Art in Australia in December 1968, McCaughey wrote: The “best way to understand The Field as a 
new direction, distinct from another movement, is to see it not as offering a new style but as 
suggesting a different convention, a different set of shared beliefs and presuppositions about the 
nature of the work of art and the role of the Australian artists.” 

The legacy of The Field, on both artists and the arts community, is demonstrated by the enduring 
-debate and theorising about the exhibition that has occurred over the past 50 years.  



Beyond this discourse, the legacy of the exhibition is seen through the ongoing primacy of abstraction 
in contemporary Australian art and recognition of the public art gallery as a place where expectations 
can be challenged rather than where the familiar is confirmed. 

Beckett Rozentals is curator of Australian painting, sculpture and decorative arts to 1980 at the 
National Gallery of Victoria. This is an edited extract from her catalogue essay for The Field Revisited 
which opens at NGV Australia on April 27 and runs until August 26. 

 


