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Historical and Cultural
Contexts
• Born 1959, in Brisbane; lives and works in
Sydney, Australia.
• Laing’s work sometimes explores gender, female
identity and disrupts the female stereotype by
showing women as powerful or shocking.
• Laing initially trained as an art teacher in the 70s
before retraining as a painter. She completed
a Master of Arts in 1996 from the University of
New South Wales.
• Because Laing has a background in both the
study of art and education, she incorporates a
strong theory base to all her bodies of artworks.
• Location is important to Laing, and most of her
photographs relate strongly to places of cultural
and historical significance throughout Australia.
Often a series will involve installation, sculptural
creations or performance within a specific
location.

Front cover (detail) and below image:
Rosemary Laing
Drapery and wattle
2017
Archival pigment print
Courtesy of the artist and Tolarno Galleries
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Rosemary Laing
The Flowering of the Strange
Orchid
2017
Archival pigment print
Image courtesy © the artist
Ten Cubed Collection, Melbourne

Rosemary Laing
Still life with teapot and daisies
2017
Archival pigment print
Courtesy of the artist and Tolarno
Galleries
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Ideas and Meanings
Throughout all Laing’s photographic series, a
common theme emerges with regards to how
people relate to place and the landscape and how
they relate to landscape from through time.
Continuing with her common theme of investigating
intrusions into the landscape by either humans or
environmental disasters, Buddens comments on
how these intrusions reference colonial history and
its environmental impact over the past 200 years.
Laing’s choice of location for Buddens is in
Shoalhaven, New South Wales, driving distance
from Sydney, where she resides. Therefore she
considers this a familiar and significant environment
to her and one in which she has visited regularly
and has sought refuge.
The Shoalhaven Bay is the location of a number of
maritime disasters and the titles of the individual
photographs within the Buddens series reference
the names of shipwrecked vessels (Rose of
Australia, Walter Hood), to shipwreck stories and
rescues by Aboriginal people (Wildflower), and
the titles of still life paintings by artists Grace
Cossington Smith and Margaret Preston (Drapery
and wattle, Still life with teapot and daisies). Laing
was influenced by Preston’s colourful still life
paintings from early childhood visits to the Art
Gallery of NSW.
As Laing has noted: “The arrival of people,
throughout history, shifts what happens in land,
challenging those who have left their elsewhere,
and disrupting the continuum of their destination
place. A disruption causes a reconfiguration. It
elaborates both the beforehand and the afterward.”1

Still life with teapot and daisies and Walter Hood
depict a roof truss half buried in a hill near the
river. Still life with teapot and daisies is displayed
upside down, further rupturing the landscape
with a diagonal composition. ‘The romantic notion
of sanctuary in nature is exploded by a made
structure which can shelter no one given it is
unclad and the orientation not practical.’2 This
pair of photographs also recall her 2011 series Leak,
which similarly feature upside down roof trusses,
this time to comment on urban development.
The other two photographs Drapery and Wattle
and The Flowering of the Strange Orchid recall
Laing’s previous series groundspeed as the river
is replaced with bright, red coloured clothing. In
her catalogue essay for the Buddens debut at
Tolarno Galleries in 2017, Judy Annear writes ‘Red
is the colour of both fire and flesh, and Laing has
used its tones regularly, signifying life as much as
death. The purposeful nature of the water and the
old clothes becomes a metaphor for any massed
movement, the details of its passing and what is
left behind.’3 The location of Drapery and Wattle
and The Flowering of the Strange Orchid is in a dry
riverbed that is the site of shipwrecks and colonial
trade over the past 200 years.

Above image:
Rosemary Laing
Walter Hood 1/8
2017
Archival pigment print
Courtesy of the artist and Tolarno Galleries
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Influences

Techniques and Materials

As Rosemary Laing originally trained as a painter,
her photographic treatment of the landscape is
informed by studies in art history and theory.

Like the other artists in The Burning World, Laing’s
work is considered as cinematic in style. For many
of her series, she works like a movie director, hiring
assistants and photographing elaborate scenes
over a number of days.

As a child she visited the Art Gallery of NSW with
her mother and was inspired by the aesthetics
of the modernist Margaret Preston. Laing notes
‘There was something structural about colour and
its application that seemed to be pulled apart and
put back together. It was like seeing an image as
a resolved jigsaw puzzle – a colour I understood,
familiar flowers and leaves, like a bouquet of
promises.’4
Laing is also influenced by the late Australian
conceptual photographic artist Ian Burn, who
she met in the 1990s, especially his iconic
Systematically Altered Photographs series.
Produced in the late 1960s, before digital
photography was available, this series of black and
white photographs were manipulated through use
of the photocopier.
‘His considerations for the language of vision
and perception hold an underpinning alignment
for me – a foundation. The ‘looking’, from which
images emanate, is an act of the mind, as much as
it is a reaction of the senses. It is about the huge
space between our eyes and what we see, which is
infected by everything we have ever come to know
and understand.’5
While Laing was in Balgo, in Western Australia,
working on one of her series, she came across the
work of a group of women Indigenous painters.
Although Laing would not attempt to replicate
the unique language and storytelling of the
women, she was inspired by the mark making and
physicality of the paintings created.
‘When I look at the marks that make their stories I
see the physical work of arms moving across space
and over the surfaces, telling me the stories I want
to hear.
While making my work there, among the working
women were Eubena Nampitjin, Lucy Yukenbarri
Napanangka, Nora Wompi Nungurrayi, Ningie
Nanala and Kathleen Padoon Napanangka. I was
lucky to be there with their work at that time.’6
In Buddens, Laing also cites the influence of
western painting and literature in her choice of
titles. The Flowering of the Strange Orchid is
also the title of a novel by science-fiction writer
HG Wells who uses the title as a cautionary tale
about meddling with nature and its consequences.
Drapery and Wattle reference the still life painting
genre in western painting whereby nature is
preserved in art for an audience to admire perhaps
without concern for its actual longevity in real life.

Sometimes Laing uses camera assistants, stunt
people, actors and a producer directed by her to
assemble the required props and work with lighting
to prepare the subject matter.
Coming from a background in painting, but finding
photography a better medium to work with, Laing
incorporated her ideas into photography.
‘When I came to Sydney there was no palette for
me here. In the 1980s painting seemed to me to be
a masculine area that was over-colonised and had
been for centuries. I looked to materials and media
that seemed more reflexive to my time, to how
images could be constructed and re-inscribed.’7
Through her process, Laing sometimes
‘storyboards’, a series of images to help plan her
work and she might map out where to include
props, perhaps mimicking how European explorers
might map land out before taking it over.
It is surprising to many in the digital age that all
her photographs are unmanipulated, even those
featuring stunt-women. Until very recently, Laing
worked with colour film and would then collaborate
with a printer to print the colour to her liking.
Laing often uses Australian natural lighting to its
maximum potential, and may shoot at different
times during the day to show extreme differences
between shadows and subject matter and to obtain
the best light.
As Laing started to produce many of her series in
the 1990s, layering was a common technique used
in both photography and other art forms. Unlike
the other artists in The Burning World, however, in
Buddens, this has been done literally with fabric
and timber as props installed onto and into the
ground.
Buddens uses a great depth of field which would
have been achieved with a small aperture. If the
lighting conditions were dull this may have needed
to be balanced with a slower shutter speed
which would have required use of a tripod. The
resolution is high, suggesting that the film speed
setting would be slow, such as 50-100 ISO. The
combination of these techniques and settings
enable her to create fine detail and less ‘noise’,
which is important when photographs are printed
to a very large scale like this.
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Art elements, art principles,
aesthetic qualities and style
Laing uses a deliberate choice of colours, a
consistent panoramic format and fine textural
detail in all of her photographic series. In Buddens,
two of the photographs use complementary
colours of red and green to project a striking and
contrasting aesthetic. The red colour of the drapery
also communicates the aesthetics of violence
and horror. These aesthetics are similar to her
groundspeed series in which it was a metaphor for
the world bleeding. ‘It is symbolic of how we as
humans customise the environment to suit our own
purposes, often at the peril of the world around us.’
8

In Still life with teapot and daisies and Walter
Hood, Laing utilises dynamic, angular and diagonal
lines alongside a lush green coloured aesthetic to
convey a confusing and jarring aesthetic quality.
In Laing’s other works, colour is also used
symbolically. In particular, a dozen useless actions
for grieving blondes #5 (in Bendigo Art Gallery’s
permanent collection) uses the colour pink to
subvert the idea of pretty blondes wearing the
colour pink to suggest innocence and frivolity,
instead using the colour to unify their reddened
skin, creating a disturbing effect.
By contrast, Welcome to Australia (also in Bendigo
Art Gallery’s permanent Collection) uses the earthy,
dried out colours of the outback, emphasising the
bleakness of the location of detention centres in
Australia.
Laing appropriates the idea of the Australian
landscape by photographing mainly from a
human’s eye perspective and using a traditional
landscape format. She has acknowledged her
interest in early Australian Colonial painters such
as John Glover and Hans Heysen and early 20th
century photographer Harold Cazneaux. Her
work is Postcolonial in approach as it often raises
questions about occupation and ownership of land
and questions our identity as Australians rather
than celebrating European settlement as early
Colonial painters did.
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Student focus
Watch this video interview of Laing discussing
Buddens https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=AszE_Oj5oT0
View more of Laing’s other series of works in
reproduction to compare the use of colour
throughout her work. Her dealer’s website: http://
www.tolarnogalleries.com/rosemary-laing/ is a
good source of images.
Discuss the following points:

VCE Art Unit 3 Area of Study 1
Interpreting Art
Structural Framework
• For the Buddens series and several other
similar bodies of work, Laing has chosen a
complementary and warm/cool colour scheme
of red contrasting against green. Explain how
this creates a focal point.
• Consider how the panoramic format is suited
to her main theme of landscape. What are you
able to see in a panoramic format that would be
lost in a traditional rectangular shape? How has
Laing used the background to compliment the
panoramic format and foreground subject?
• Discuss how camera techniques such as great
depth of field and high resolution have been
used to create fine detail and give the viewer
the impression of realism and believability. How
would her work be different aesthetically if she
used a fast film speed and shallow depth of
field?
• In Buddens and some of her other works, Laing
blurs the line between painting and photography
in terms of choice of colour schemes and use
of the Australian landscape. Compare her work
with the work of artists who inspire her, such
as Margaret Preston and Hans Heyson. What
does she communicate through the medium of
photography that could not be achieved as well
with painting?
Personal/Cultural Framework
• As an Australian artist based in New South
Wales, explain Laing’s personal connection to
the Shoalhaven region and her choice of it as a
location to create Buddens.
• How does being an Australian of European
descent, impact on how Laing expresses the
theme of European presence in the landscape in
Buddens?

Studio Arts Area of Study 3 Units 1 & 3
Influences
• Look at a reproduction of the painting Autumn
Gum Blossom 1928, by Margaret Preston and
compare its similarities and differences to
Buddens series. Although Autumn Gum Blossom
is a painting, what aesthetics or subject matter
may have influenced Laing to create her body of
work?
• Look at a reproduction of the photographic
series Systematic Altered Photographs
1968 by Ian Burn. Although this series uses
a monochromatic aesthetic and map like
appearance, what did Laing read into this
conceptually and how has this influenced the
way she approaches her photographic series?
Read the interview to help with your response.
• Like the other artists in The Burning World,
Laing produces her series of photographs in
a film still style. Compare her work with other
photographic artists who work in a series in
a cinematic style such as Tracey Moffatt and
Geoffrey Crewdsen
• Laing initially trained as an art teacher in the
70s before retraining as a painter, completing
a Master of Arts in 1996. How do you think
having an intense background in Visual Arts has
informed her practice? Research her other works
and consider how she references the history of
painting in her work.
Materials and Techniques
• Laing has said of her choice of photography as
her main material and technique: ‘I understand
the necessary image. I don’t understand
photography.9 Discuss how, although Buddens
is a photographic series, the subject matter (the
image) is more important.
• Which photographic techniques has Laing used
to create effect in Buddens? Consider use of
depth of field, aperture, shutter speed and film
speed.
• Discuss how Laing may have created the even
lighting throughout the panoramas in Buddens.
Communication of Ideas and Meaning
• What do you think Laing is communicating
about the impact of colonisation through
Buddens?
• How are Laing’s photos similar or dissimilar to
the Australian Colonial paintings on display in
the Bolton Court at Bendigo Art Gallery and at
many public galleries?
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• When asked about beauty in art, Laing
responded with ‘Beauty is useless. It is endlessly
desired and entirely useless. When necessary –
exploit beauty – to give the image that which is
necessary.’10 Explain how you think beauty has
been exploited to give the image that which is
necessary in Buddens.
Historical/Cultural Contexts
• This and many of Laing’s series of photographs
refer to the history of landscape painting and
photography and consider the way Europeans in
the Colonial era may have felt out of place in the
European landscape.
• Laing has used her photography to comment
on history and the environment in a number
of Australian locations but particularly in NSW
where she lives. View and compare the meanings
of her series Leak 2011 with The Flowering of
the Strange Orchid and Walter Hood; and the
groundspeed series with Drapery and wattle and
The Flowering of the Strange Orchid.
Elements and Principles of Design/Aesthetic
Qualities/ Style
• Laing has been quoted as saying: ‘Composition
is crap. When necessary – exploit composition –
to trap the gaze of the viewer into the idea.’ How
do you think she has exploited composition in
Buddens to draw attention to particular parts of
the image?
• Explain Laing’s choice of a landscape format and
the principle of scale.
• What is the aesthetic quality of the use of
realistic and complementary colours, and the
principles of space and repetition?
• Laing’s style blurs the line between
contemporary conceptual photography and
painting. Which elements of Buddens use
similar aesthetics to painters she admires such
as Margaret Preston and the early 20th century
artist Hans Heyson?
• Explain how Laing combines historical traditions
of landscape in the use of the panoramic format
with contemporary references to raise issues
about the European presence in the landscape.
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Worksheet Questions
Subject Matter
• Explain what you can see in the subject matter of props within the landscape in Buddens. Is there
anything normal or abnormal about their depiction?



Communication of Ideas and Meaning
• What do you think Laing is communicating about the subject matter of the landscape in Buddens?
Shoalhaven is often known as a tourist friendly beach destination. How does Laing disrupt this? How does
her depiction of a beach location interrogate our idea of the beach as a place for a holiday?



Materials and Techniques
• Discuss the photographic techniques Laing may have used to create the great depth of field, sharp focus
and high resolution seen in Buddens.


Historical/Cultural Contexts
• As a contemporary Australian artist of European decent, why do you think Laing has chosen photography
rather than painting to communicate her ideas about colonisation and the environment? How does your
experience of viewing Buddens challenge your expectation of a photograph?
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• Laing completed a range of studies in the arts between 1979-1996, when Australian art was focused on
Postmodernism and Postcolonial enquiry. How do you think Laing’s experience of studying art in these
times has influenced the way she has worked? What aspects of Postmodernism can you see in the style of
Buddens?


Elements of Design/Aesthetic Qualities
• Explain Laing’s choice of a central focal point in Buddens. How has she used directional lines and contrast
of tone to create this focal point?


• What is the effect of the complementary and contrasting colours, realistic textures and repetition of shape
in Buddens? What aesthetic quality does this create?


• What other aesthetic qualities has Laing used?
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Resources
• http://asset.artmuseum.uq.edu.au/docs/
RosemaryLaingEdKit.pdf
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AszE_
Oj5oT0
Footnotes:
1-3 Annear, Judy
Rosemary Laing: Buddens
Tolarno Galleries
2017
4-7 Laing, Rosemary
The Art that made me
Art Gallery of NSW
Date unknown
https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/artsets/ajp3y9
8 Slade, Lisa
Strange Cargo exhibition catalogue
Newcastle Region Art Gallery
2006
9 & 10 Rosemary Laing,
Script from video for What is Photography? made
by the artist for the Art Gallery of New South
Wales 2001
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