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O LESS EVERY DAY DURING HIS 1996 RESIDENCY 40 the

Batcemationale des Mets in Paris, Stephen Bush deew a poeseo.
At the el of the day e would ac in, and over the course of his
pesidency be had drawn (and caten) more than seventy potatoes, At
the conclesion of ks Pars stay the pmit-:r's cyele of ey penditure
and consumption came full circle when che arrist vossed all the
potato drawings mio & st of wheelie bins. Bush documented
ghes fisal acr whisch then became the inspiranon for has 1997-99
pamting sevies “Pomme de Teree, rendered in distnctive emerald-
grea monochrome, Without knowing about the potatess we might
dhink it strange that Bush would choose 1o painr rubbidh bins, And
perkeips knowing the backstory gives too much away? However,
fiue an arvist whe understands the rheroric of reinvention this final
performance, an act of defiance, is a5 rypical as it is smusing,’

For mase than three decades Bush's painning praceice has
epenly articulaced a self-imposed set of paramerers in which the
actof painting ix often imaginatively translated mio performative
represenitations. This is eviden in the various and recurning
riaracters thay pl:‘[m'r.l'lr'nn AT A - ";E‘Tni‘?'. i .;E's.'."r.!.‘.tf'."-p
sorvbook creamure Babar the Elephant, o colonial explorers,
cerctikers and beckecpers. The precarows activities of Bush's
pairted perionae reveal much aboute the artise's Creative process.
Hm characters .1r|1:-|,1'|.|:.r chart new lands, cire wmna¥gate Australia,
ellick o T BT and, more recencly, poason weeds, Even
his alpine painting with a Beaumonr mayonnaise packes Aoating in
ancxpansive blue sky alludes to the absenr mountainesr | Desiree,
vage7 1. [ all these examples thiere are traces of the performer -
in Bush's approach to painting, in his methodology and in his
invenrive characierigation of the '[u:nrrr'.

Repetition remains one of the hallmarks of rhe s
wik. Rather than being intorcited i exploring the difforonocs
ketween repoated canvases and subpects, Bush is attracted o

the act of resteration of the push and pull berween Imitation

and imagination.* This ongoing dialogue provides & rationale
for Bush's painting of Babar the Elephant more than twenty-
eight times since oo in his “Lure of Paris” series, working from
memory and in only ewo colours: black and white, It alss belps
e_'.:-l:|1|-.:|||1 '.\.'|:|:|- PeieLATODE made an appearance in Buch's prJ.-.,'tii:c-
several vears belore the '"Pomme de Terre® work. The painting
Potato art muusewns (senelian red), 19493, depiceed the ninctoonth-
cenmury Paris Salon with wall-to-wsll canvases of potatoss hung
in the grand classical inversor. This kind of self-referential gedure
Was I.'EP-:.d.Il:l.l T LT for a I..II'EI.'I' cxhibirion ar Robeen lll‘-vniu}'
Gallery, Mlel e, Images of L E T TR L ETR L still lides, E:'aﬂ.d
landscapes, white waterfalls, broken computers and bechives were
all coloured like Potato art e in the exhibaton entitked
“Venetwan Red', There, in Bush's very own symbolse Potato
Sluseum, the sources of ||1:.pi:rn.|:i1.'-|:| for hiz visual lesicon and
canny meshodolopy were prefigured.
A relling wark i the artist’s back catalogue s a concepiual
prosect be creansd for the group publicatson project *ldesl Work” in
w98 The Tunnel Peaeet” cutlingd the hypethetical construction
of a2 nimnel under Bive of Australia’s stare gallerics and the national
gallery. Suggesnng & “white glove” digging merhod, sach unne
wis o be excavated without making contact with the miseum’s
fousdatons or collections, *The Tunnel Project’ 15 tongue-in-cheek,
even iromc, and ihus certainly a reflection of the PUALEBMAC TN EIITeEs.
In many respects, Bush has always fguratively drilled differens
wvpes of holes and shafis or rended the earth, building viewing
platfozms, brsdpes, haes, log cabins and shacks on new lands,
Alenmg the way varnous personae have been constructed ta either
harbour or cloak the sdventure in mystery and pantomime. In cach
insrance, such wirategies disturh the sediment of received historics,
which is an impomant part of the work and of che pun,
In this way Bush i3 as much an excavator 45 he i an explocer
and his overground and underground speculations are inevitably
By



centred in the landscape paradigm: Yelloue, refy, foreshadows,
im realistic colours and forms (oil deums, ceanel, the potioons of
development and excavation that occur early in his pracisce; Hig
eve beams, zoo3, amplifies the digging metaphor in the form of a
bright green underground cave; and Tallse-eood, 1oos, shows
how these ideas are recouped and reworked as seructures and pipes
extend across a lurid and open landscape, Even Babar the Elephant
is a story based on a shalt rom one landscape terram to another,
As the story goes Babar was discovered gentrified in a city, donning
a hright green suit, before evenmaally recurning o the jungle o
“dress” hes Fellow -Elep]\.'lnh [amd later become famoos). The Sy
of Babar and Bush’s other painted incursions inte the ropography
of the Unived Stares and Auvstralia are mainly read in posteolonial
terms, which s not surprising given the irreverens manner in which
the artist has worn the period cosrames of colonial sxplorers, o
adapied colonial Avscralian paintings such as Augustus Earle's
Portraut of Bungares, A mative of Mew Sonth Wales, ¢, 1826,
Costume plays a complex role in Bush’s paintings, Babars
three-picce suit, the colonial period clothing, the carerakers and
thi beekeeper's attires, which were also mspared by Elvis Fresley's
ubiquitous gold suir, all knowingly cleave paths through history
and landscape in loaded masquerade, Thess characters remain on
ratation and, importantly, in & perpetual state of transformatson,
Babar, for instance, made a newfangled appearance in 1994. When
A wwas bore | usanted fo be there depicrs people dressed in elephant
suits romping around in a lush green alpine visa, The ritle of this
P ni is deawn from Framcis Ford Coppola’s classic war film
cncalyprse Now [179) when Caprain Willard says: "When [ was
I wanred o be there, When 1 was there, all 1 could think of
eting back iate the jungle.” For all their joyful theatricality,
ry elephants remind us of the impossibility of living in
Considered metaphorically, Bush®s use of

costums painis e whar we see and shar remains haidden; svhae as
pEn‘:nEi.\'urJ and what 15 unknown in the work.

Another cblique Blm reference for Bush is Werner Herzog’s
Firzearralao (1e82), the epic drama of a man derermined o build
an opera hoase in the Amazon jungle, While rhis Rlm can alse
be viewed as & posreolonial narrarive, it iz a wild and srunning
spectacle of momentous ambition that at ene point includes a
ship being dragged over a mouncain, Similar exeraordinary fears
and juxtapositions are presented in Bush's paintings when he
satuates bwo versions of himself as a colonial settler in tront of a
large sculprured head of an Indigenous man in an arid landscape
[Claiweneg, 1980, is 4 wink at the mounain seulptures of American
presudents at Mownt Rushmaore, and a wirty swipe at history)y or
when he stacks bee-boxes in impossibly high columns within an
acean of pink waves (Brighten vy morfbern sy, 200y )y and when
he places a round log cabin, a modernise house and headless man
in a morgidly hyperreal landscape of green, pink, red and vellow
|Salpation Jane, zovo). Like diggmg tunnels under the nation’s

state galleries, these jarring examples describe in equal measune
impossible ambitons and fervent dreame,

The indomirable resalve at the heart of Fiezcarraldo mirrors
Bush's own bold imaginings as a painter, and Hereop's filin
further reveals another major reference point for Bash, that of
rmesic. Here, the performative i@ iscluded in another guise as
music is referenced with many of the artst’s ttles, A memoar
based on music conld easily be chamed chrough his work: from
Sere sl yes I da, zooy [from a song by Caprain Deethear); o
the aforemenrioned Deighten pey mortbern sy (from a lvic by
Mick Diraked; | o s6ll cotrat | meant io be, 2009 iFrom a h‘u'lgbf
Amercan falk musician Will Iﬁldhnm]; and Shawt aer phe billy nf
glory, 2008 (from a gospel song). Yer these titles do more than
simply cite music; they suggest another sophistcaved layering af hi
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working process. Bush's iles are often subjective; they incorporate
the use of proncuns and can function a5 a form of personification,
ind im a wily kind of way they often acr onr ownership. Bush's
linguistic muode 15 reflective of his conceprual concerns, as his other
tithes have more recently suggested weeds (Vipers bugloss, zoro)
and mountain pines |Delivering finss mago, 2o10), From musie,
licezarure, photography and art history o film, mass media, botany
and horticulture, Bush's oeuvrs riffs across fime and through a vast
irray of souroes,

From zcox landscape eme rEnd. in Bush's practice as a
monumental form both in spatial rerms and with respect wo his
feray into a world of psychedelic abstracr colowr, Bush, for whorm
consaderation of the ace of painting wichin art history is a central
renet of bis work, made the decision to combine representation
with abatraction m order to amplify the pre-existing contradwctory
logzs: o has paantings. In so doing these works demonstrare
the fusion of twa bong-established painting oraditions: gestural
ahstraction and pretonal realism, Whereas betore he aimed for
mirsetic representation or employved a reduced palerte, Bush's
provess now involves pouring bright paint onro the canvas ground.
There is a senswal abundance to che surface of these canvases thar
reveals an artist who honestly revels in paint’s liquid virtuosiny.

As he recently wrote: *Orange. It% a special moment opening a
iresh can of fumy, glossy, slinky enamel ... all thar possibilicy.
Sumewhere within this stew, moments appear’ The paintings
combine oil and enamel and their unique syrupy appesrance is
infate ter the enamel’s plasticicy, The inital expressive process is
difhcult o control, resulting in ewirls, drips and passages of mixed
ardl vivud codour before the layering process again comes into play.
With cach painting the results proffer a new and single experience
e the artiss; he laver adds ‘realistic” references from past work,
weaving signs and symbols of history and the contemporry

mito the hiqumd abstrace surface, And 5o Bush’s same unknowable

motifs now bask in specracle, which further perverts their hidden
significance. The unreal colours and unusual perspectives express
the painted world in a stare of spatial and psychological unress
- which is nor so far removed from the garbed explorer standing
icongrucusly in & foreign land.

Bush comtinues to shuffle the cards. Babar has returned, as
have ladses dressed in ﬂil‘ll.'l'l.‘ﬂ'-rh-i.'li'l'llur}' attire, i:]1.1|.-'.|.r:r.|:_ and
forlarn settlers looking our over iridescent pastures. Are the
settlers Bush himsclf? Has bhe stopped for the moment to observe
his surroundings and take in the mountain air like the goat in
Lady Canphel]l Weed Lord Adelaide, 101 1% If so, 1t 15 not his sole
oocupatian as Bush is also simultaseously pamting monochromes
and spectacular hallucinogenic enviconments and enjoving the
fallout as he propagates a new series titled: “Lady Camphell Weed'.
Interestingly, Lady Campbel] Weed is another name for Paterson's
Curse = a rampant pasoure weed that in pacts of roral Australia is

A CONMMON A% POTATOES,

1 N mumber of the ideas poesernad in ghes o have bees further developed from a
previous camy abou Siephes Bush published in Wildensesn, At Gallery of Mew South
Wiles, Swdney, zare.

2 Ser James Elkma, Feom copy oo argisal ard back again’, 1oss, s jaonrsalk i oo,

i Comieived by Rehasd Grapsen and Seve Wige and ouraned by Geaysos, Tdeal Work'
was prrsenend wt the Expenmenzal A Fosndanon, Sdekie, s 1sg

4  Email cormapendoace warh the amis, & Dvnober zoai.
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