
UP IS 
HEAVEN, 
DOWN IS 
OCEAN

Text Alison Veness

Well, sometimes you go down the rabbit hole, which is the most  
wonderful place to go. One thing leads to another. A series of associations, 

coincidences, degrees of separation. This is one of those stories. >

Instagram: @judymillar.jm
judymillar.com

Judy Millar:

TWAUS11_Art_Judy Millar_SUBBED_v3_SUB.indd   998 29/01/2018   10:45 AM

That Night, 2017. Acrylic and oil on canvas, 180 x 130cm
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Our story starts latitude -36.928677, 
longitude 174.463019, west of 
Auckland, New Zealand, in a huge 
4WD because there is an unmade 

road to negotiate, 16km of it, and it’s dusty, 
and so there is extra insurance for the tyres 
and the windscreen. Be prepared. This is  
an adventure that has been brewing for a  
few months. 

At the end of the road is the artist Judy 
Millar. Her work is push and pull, fearless, 
an audacious end-of-the-world snook at life. 
Intense. Leave it all behind out here on top 
of these cliffs. Jane Campion’s The Piano 
was filmed two beaches away from here. 
The gravel road is narrow, precipitous, the 
radio is blasting Gaga’s Joanne, somehow 
emotional and raw in all this nature, giant 
tree ferns, wind-worn trees, wild, wild 
wilderness. A few houses and then none. 
Clawing trees. Movement. Removed, remote. 
It is the beginning and the end, a vastness of 
land and never-ever-ending ocean. And then 
we have arrived. Millar has a care-worn inner 
strength. She is tall, her eyes are seriously 
pale blue and she is funny, thoughtful and 
philosophical. She has that thing that creative 
people have: a charged mystery.

She bought the 4½ acres of land more 
than 30 years ago and has never left. (Well, 
she tried to sell it twice, but thankfully both 
sales fell through.) “It just touched some 
deep thing within me, and I couldn’t get it 
out of my mind,” she says. “There was no 
electricity, no reticulated water, crazy. Back 
then, the West Coast was pretty unpopular, 
but I bought the land. [After art school, 
Millar opened a cafe, later selling it to fund 
the purchase of the land.] I had a friend 
who had left architecture school and we 
went round to demolition places and found 
the windows, wood for flooring, and so the 
house was built for almost nothing, which 
has meant I’ve had to keep replacing things 
as time has gone on. The demolition materials 
haven’t stood up to the elements very well. 
The house is a bit like a shell that you keep 
building on around you.”

The house has an open simplicity, 
scrubbed clean, a vertical world of whiteness 
and wood. A workhorse Irish Waterford 
Stanley stove has kept it going for years and, 

more recently, solar panels have been added 
to the studio roof. In the kitchen, on the 
table under a white cloth, is a feast of fresh 
strawberries, dark chocolate, some mince 
pies and dried fruit prepared for us. This is 
it. Stillness. And then there is the view from 
the kitchen table and it is staggering. It has a 
magnetic pull, making it hard to look away. 
Above the kitchen, on the flat roof, is Millar’s 
tiny bedroom, housed in a wooden A frame, 

proudly, fearlessly and poetically “framing” 
the view, an incredible place to sleep. 

And so we talk about this magical place, 
the ancient Maori land and how it informs 
everything. “I had a strong feeling that I 
needed to find that thing within me that was 
mine and not anybody else’s,” she says. “I 
think that’s what it is to be alive, to find that 
thing that is yours and yours alone. I am 
very easily influenced and distracted, and I 
knew I had to get out of city life to do that. 
I was in my twenties and, to be alone, it was 
challenging. It was very difficult, but now I 
can be alone here for a few weeks without 
speaking, which is very powerful. You just go 
in and in and in.”

There are sounds, the ceaseless waves 
and the birds calling. “I never feel loneliness. 
I can feel alone… The best things are also 
the worst things, aren’t they? The storms 
can be very frightening. They are extreme – 
120km winds, the house moves. I love it but 
I’m also terrified. It’s very exciting, it’s raw, 
really raw, and if there hasn’t been a wind 
for a while I’m always sort of vaguely hoping 
that there might be a good storm brewing. 
The aloneness can be hard but it can also be 
wonderful – both ends of the spectrum. I love 
not having to talk for days on end, because 
you just go into deeper levels of yourself.”

She says the internet has got in the way: 
“I often wonder why I turn the internet on. 
Now there is another level of disconnection, 
now there is a constant temptation to plug 
in. Before, you daydreamed more and I miss 
that. Nothingness is really productive.”

O

“That’s what it is to be alive, to find that 
thing that is yours and yours alone”
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The “nothing” here is everything: the 
view out across the Pacific Ocean to a vast 
nowhere, down a steep slope, dense with 
vegetation, to an empty black-sand beach 
and busy sea that never stops. This ocean is 
something else. “It’s really powerful – there is 
so much energy, the land is just bursting with 
life and that can be frightening sometimes,” 
she laughs. “The light changes all the time. 
Because the house faces west, it’s magnificent 
every night, full-on. Last night the sunset was 
classic – the sea went golden and it seemed 
like the whole thing had turned to gold. It 
can be purple or bright orange. The night is 
very black. It’s another level of blackness, 
deep black. Power never came out here, so 
of course there are no street lights interfering 
with the night.”

The hum of the land lies at the soul of her 
work, I venture. “The land is in everything 
I do. It’s not that I sit here and extrapolate 
it deliberately, but it infiltrates every aspect 
of life. The sunsets, the evening light on the 
water, the colours. I think they just go into 
your brain and you take them up somehow – 
there’s a kind of glowing-ness.”

 Millar works continually. She has several 
upcoming exhibitions and a big museum show 
in Switzerland in 2019. “I actually never work 
for an exhibition – I just work, then when 
I’ve got a big group of work, I go through that 
and think, ‘That’s good work to go there… ’ 
I do the work, then I find the exhibition. It’s 

not pressured – I’m not trying to produce a 
product, I want to discover something. I find 
that if I have an end in mind, the discovery 
can stop. So I show what I’ve been exploring 
and pull bits out that make a new story out of 
what I’ve experienced.”

Her partner is the German artist 
Katharina Grosse, who is based in Berlin. 
Although both their work is unique, there  
is a current of gestural intuition that 
somehow makes sense of why they would be 
together. Focused, kindred, free spirits and 
both caring.

 Millar’s process is “always a matter of 
setting something up and letting something 
happen, always trying to find that balance 
between the outside and inside, the external 
and internal. So I set something up that 
enables things to happen, then I follow what 
happens. I try to leave my will out of it, will 
gets in the way. I can’t will anything to happen, 
I have to let things happen. I think that’s 
probably the meaning of intuition – you are 
watching with incredible attentiveness, but 
you are waiting for something to happen, in a 
sense. And that’s what’s so good about being 
out here – you have a feeling that you have 
time to just wait for something to happen. 
In the city, everything is forced, pushed, so 
you are making things happen a lot of the 
time. When the work is good it’s almost as 
if I haven’t done it, that it’s something just 
literally passed through me and you have to 
be pretty humble about it and, when you get 
in the way, things go really wrong.”

Millar is a first-generation New Zealander. 
“I don’t even call myself a New Zealander, 
but a West Coast Aucklander – so it’s almost 
become even smaller than that. I don’t know 
if I even have the right to call myself a New 
Zealander. I have a deep connection with the 
land that I think qualifies me in some sense, 
and I’m a protector, certainly a guardian, of 
this place. It’s really this place that brings 
me back. I think any kind of nationalism 
is a disaster for the planet right now, as we 
have so many global problems we need to 
solve together, but I’m becoming increasingly 
interested in how the local can fit into the 
global. I don’t identify my work with a New 
Zealand vernacular, but I do identify it with 
this place, which is a different thing.”

She has been reading Janet Frame’s 
poetry. “I think we know how some work 
touches us more than others,” she says. 
“With work from here there are lots of 
touch points. I grew up here – as a child I 
didn’t go to art galleries, but I did get taken 
to museums, so the first real art I ever saw 
was Maori art. I hesitate to say what the 
connection is but it’s a part of my life. I had  
a professor at university who said, ‘The 
things most worth looking at are in the Pacific 
hall of the museum’, and that was profound 
to be told.” 

“I try to leave my will out of it, will gets in 
the way – I have to let things happen”

>
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Millar paints using all kinds of tools. 
Rags, fingers, scrapers and brushes as well. 
She also uses a bag of sand, pushing it into 
the canvas to move the paint. Her arms, her 
hands, the freedom are the gestural elusive at 
the heart of her work.

The painting studio to the side of her 
house is where she works, like a private 
performance space. Rags, an army of tubes 
of paint and cans lie on the bench top and 
the canvases are tacked up on the wall. She 
has been painting. Sinews, swirls, hectic. 
Astounding.

The titles of her works are intriguing. “I 
love words, but I struggle with titles as they 
become fixed, always there. I try to make them 
as open-ended as possible. But they are there 
nonetheless and you can’t rub them out.” 

My favourite is Rock Drop. Millar 
smiles. “I quite like Rock Drop,” she says. 
“Sometimes the titles just come, they literally 
drop from somewhere. Cooking, walking, 
gardening… I have a recipe book of titles. It’s 
handwritten, and I go through and find things 
that might apply or can be adapted and used. 
I read a lot, non-fiction, fiction… everything. 
I go through phases. I pick something up  
and I get a reference for, say, Russian 
literature from the 18th century and I just go 
down that path and pursue it and then I come 
out of it and go somewhere else. One good 
thing about having the internet out here is I 
can go down that rabbit hole and order any 
book I feel I might need.” They get delivered 
to her post box in the city. “So I actually do 
have plans to build a new studio and convert 
my old studio here into a library,” she 
continues. “I’ve got a lot of books and they 
would make a very nice library, special.”

Henderson is where Millar has a large 
industrial space, 30 minutes from Auckland, 
a halfway – storage and the place where  
she can view her work in another 
environment to “reconsider, quite different 
from here. And if you’ve got a good car, it’s 
not so great… collectors driving a Maserati 
down this road… ”

When she isn’t painting she is working on 
the land she has cultivated. “I grow my food, 
which takes quite a bit of time.” We walk up 
through the house and out into the garden, 
past the olive tree growing up through a 
weathered kauri table and benches, past the 
delicate sweet peas, tall on their crisscrossed 
bamboo canes, and a single red rose. 

She takes a lot of photographs. “I’m not 
that great with a camera, to be really honest. 
I’ve got a few digital cameras and use them to 
document things that happen in the studio. 
That helps me to see things more objectively. 
I don’t keep a daily diary but I take notes 
and jot down ideas and thoughts and when 
I’m reading I sort of jot things down.” She 
has never owned a television, about which, 
she says, “I’m quite proud.”

I ask what or who brings her joy and 
laughter? “Oh gosh. My work does make 
me laugh, for sure.” Does she laugh out  
loud here? “Yeah. I often think I’m going 
mad. I do talk and laugh. I find my own 
work quite amusing. Sometimes I just laugh 
because it’s a pretty crazy thing to be doing, 
right? Dedicating your life to putting marks 
on paper or canvas is a weird thing. I do 
find it funny. What else brings me joy? The 

visuals here. They’re just extraordinary. It’s 
like… blessed. Who needs television when 
that’s going on outside? For two hours a day 
it’s all on, it’s just gob-smacking and often 
hard to believe.”

She loves winter. “It’s wonderful, it’s 
melancholic and so moody. And you get soft 
mist coming off the ocean.” She pauses to 
point: “There’s a tui bird. They have the 
most beautiful call. They mimic sounds, 
so have a very complex call. What were  
we talking about? Oh yes, the mist. There’s 
no one around in winter and it just feels  
more like you go in. The doors are closed 
and it’s very internal, but all the seasons  
are good. 

“The more I travel and the more I come 
back here, the more epic it seems. You 
can’t be arrogant here. It just reduces you 
really fast because you’re not in control. If 
the storm is coming, it’s going to come and 
there’s not a lot you can do about it. It will 
pass when it’s ready.” 

My Body Pressed, April 7-28; Sullivan+ 
Strumpf, Sydney (sullivanstrumpf.com). 
Cusp, April 13-May 4; Nadene Milne 
Gallery, Christchurch, New Zealand 
(nadenemilnegallery.com)

“Dedicating your life to putting marks on 
paper or canvas is a weird thing”

•
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Friend of Mine, 2017. Acrylic and oil on canvas, 140 x 95cm
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this page: Untitled, 2017. Acrylic and oil on paper, 29 x 21cm 
opposite page: wind-sculpted manuka trees near Judy’s house 

TWAUS11_Art_Judy Millar_SUBBED_v3_SUB.indd   277 23/01/2018   09:08



TWAUS11_Art_Judy Millar_SUBBED_v3_SUB.indd   278 22/01/2018   11:28

this page: Nobody, 2017. Acrylic and oil on canvas, 180 x 125cm
opposite page: the end of the day viewed from Judy’s house
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