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A Studio
Sett ing
Words by Sal ly Quin
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paint ings, as i f  the art ist is del iberating over, or

re-evaluating, the briginal 'as he paints.

While Gunning has ut i l ised the tradit ional

subject matter of the still life genre, as in close-ups

offruit and flowers, he has also sought to expand

those parameters to include the whole of the

studio itself, with elements of furniture, easels and

art works placed carefully to elicit certain formal

relat ionships. His approach osci l lates between

revealing a chaotic profusion ofobjects, as in

The BlueTable, r998, toward works of increasing

austerity such as Sfudio with Open Door,2oo8.

This seems an assertion of the immense aesthetic

possibi l i t ies of the studio interior, which can

be variously disrupted, ordered, and ult imately

abandoned as alternative spaces are found.

Gunning's current interest in the studio has

a long genesis beginning with his f irst studio

paint ings in the early r98os. During this early
phase in Gunning's career, recently out of art

school, the studio became the sett ing for a wide

ranging and quite exuberant experimentation

with various aspects of twentieth century

modernism. The Happy Studio, 1983, presents a

view through the window on to the Swan River

and Narrows Bridge from the art ist 's studio in

the Oddfel lows bui lding in Perth. The intense

blues of Matisse's south of France are transposed

on to our own familiar city, where StudioView,

r983, appears more closely al igned with an

Austral ian modernist sensibi l i ty, the str iped

construction on the left  hand side recal l ing

Nolan's'Mmmera' series.

Gunning's work has always been inf lected

with a deep interest in art history from the

Renaissance to Pop and an openness to

resolving aesthetic problems through a variety

of approaches. This eclect icism is celebrated

in Studio Desk, rggz, which depicts a pin-board

and table laden with images and objects,

consti tut ing a whole universe which could then

be interrogated piece by piece. This profusion

is subdued in Gunning's more recent work

in which the sum of the art ist 's looking has
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been synthesised into a particularly restrained

and sensit ive aesthetic. Emphasis is on the

opportunities for viewing that the studio affords,

the mult ipl icat ion of elements in the world,

evoked through devices such as mirrors, the

backs of canvases and pictures within pictures.

The sett ing of Gunning's studio is

unmistakeably Perth, as the stark l ight that

bathes his composit ions hides nothing. Indeed, .
an abiding characterist ic his work has been an

investigation of the quali ty of part icular spaces.

It  is not necessari ly a celebration of the city of

Perth and its surrounds, but recognition that we

are deeply affected by the places we inhabit.

Gunning emerged as part of a group of art ists

w.ho mostly left  art school in the early r98os and

were committed to representing their world

through figurative art. Interested in historical art

and the more recent history of twentieth century

modernism, they uniquely contextual ised the

figure, within Perth's often lonely and oppressive

CBD and suburbs.

Above from left to right

Richard Gunning, Mircr with Flowers, i985

Richard Gunning, Ihe Blue Toble, $98
Richard Gunning, The Hoppy Studio, i9e3

Opposite top
Richard Gunning
Studio with Open Daor, 2oa8

Opposite left
Richard Gunning
Fish ond Chips (detail), i987

Opposite right
Richard Gunning
Studio Desk, tggt
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Strangely for those who came of age during the 198os, this period

is now becoming more sharply defined, parodied as a period of excess

and garish bad taste. During the early r99os Gunning occasional ly made

reference to this period of excess and greed, as in Unicorn ond Girl, 'rggl, a
painting which recounts a moral tale of the corruption of innocence set in

the Perth suburbs during the fal lout of the 'boom.' But to my mind, his work

overwhelmingly recalls a period which was also poetic and understated,

unique for the group of art ists of which Gunning was part,  known

colloquially as the 'Oddfellowsi and for the music of The Triffids which

considered our existence on the edge ofthe Indian Ocean. These ideas are

beautifully synthesised in Gunning's The RockClimbers, rgqz, which, though

recal l ing the art ist 's dream, seems faint ly recognisable to al l .  @

Left
Richard Gunning
Still life pointing + Miftot,
2oo8, 150 x Z8cm, oil
on canvas

Sally Quin is Curator at the Lawrence Wilson Art Gallery at
the University ofWestern Australia. She has published on a
wide variety of subjects from early modern ltalian women
artists to contemporary photography in Perth.
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