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 Nothing else in this exhibition is as literal as the Giza plateau paintings. A work such as Hurstville-Platform-Wall, features a 
geometric motif that echoes the Egyptian works, but the ostensible subject is the blurred, fragmented impressions we receive as 
a train pulls into and out of a station. Small clock faces record the stages of the journey, their circular shapes disrupting the play of 
sharp, triangular forms. 

 The paintings based on railway station platforms are as close as Higgs comes to the aesthetics of the Futurists, who tried to 
convey the “universal dynamism” of modern life in works fractured into a succession of overlapping planes. Futurism, as the 
epigraph from Marinetti reminds us, was an extravagant, aggressive movement that worshipped speed and war, eventually falling 
apart like a engine destroyed by its own excessive vibrations.

 Higgs resembles these artists in his embrace of simultaneity – a desire to record everything that is happening around him 
(and in his own thoughts), within the same frame. Think of both a time frame and the material frame that creates a boundary for the 
picture,  separating it from the wall and the world. 

 He departs from Marinetti’s crew in his use of papier collé and assemblage techniques. Despite the geometrical 
underpinnings of these new works, the clean lines of the machine are nowhere to be found. Instead, Higgs’s “paint constructions” 
are as raw as the décollage works of Jean Villeglé or Raymond Hains, who made pictures by tearing strips from posters they had 
glued together. Superficially, Higgs may appear to share the same avant-garde intention of erasing the boundaries between life and 
art, but one suspects his works are more subjective, more open to personal narratives. 

 This is evident in Course Plotter, which may or may not refer to the artist’s experiences as a teacher. If what we see is the 
outline of a course, it’s also a record of obstructions and frustrations, as Higgs deals with the age-old problem of how to convey the 
power of art to a group of students with very different levels of ability and commitment. In this conspicuous display of scattered 
energies he is hanging his ideas from an imaginary rack for the benefit of his class and his audience. The fragments of words 
inscribed into the surface are stream-of-consciousness responses to the difficulties of finding verbal explanations for things that 
should be obvious to the eye.

 These are speculative ways of reading Higgs’s works but nothing he has made admits of a definitive interpretation. His 
paintings resist categorisation and defy reproduction because their dense, variegated surfaces are crucial to the way they are 
perceived and conceptualised. Each piece conceals as much as it reveals. They are not products of a conscious style or strategy, but 
a way of seeing the world - scattered energies shaped and coaxed into strange, new constellations.

John McDonald 2020
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Art is revolution, improvisation, impetus, enthusiasm, record-setting, elasticity, elegance, generosity, 
superabundance of goodness, drowning in the Absolute, struggle against every hindrance, an aerial dance on the burning summits of 
passion… 
 Filippo Marinetti

“Scattering” in physics, is what happens when waves of energy are forced to change direction due to a collision with various 
particles. The results are unpredictable and hard to calculate. Something very similar goes on in Paul Higgs’s paintings, albeit with no 
scientific explanation. A typical picture resembles a mass of tiny fragments in perpetual collision, seeking an equilibrium that is never 
quite achieved. 

 Higgs will work on a painting for months or even years, adding patches of colour, strips of wood, lines of string, or anything 
else that helps him tell the story evolving in his mind. There may be a ruling idea at the heart of every work but the countless small 
collisions that occur as his surfaces grow in complexity, tend to obscure the original subject. In his smaller pictures the accumulation 
of detail can be overwhelming, but with this show he has found a scale that allows a new clarity of structure.

 In the works that refer to the Giza Plateau, by daylight and darkness, Higgs is drawing on his impressions of Egypt, a country 
he has visited on three occasions in recent years. One can presume that a line of sharply defined triangles refers schematically to the 
Pyramids, those ancient structures that dominate every image of the plateau. Higgs uses these geometric forms to create order 
within the composition, offsetting his clusters of marks and accretions. Working on a grander scale he has enjoyed the luxury of 
balancing small, densely-packed areas against flat expanses of paint; concentrating on one principal tonal value, interrupted and 
energised by bursts of colour.

 The resulting pictures, with their faint echoes of the refined ‘constructed paintings’ of Colin Lanceley, are arguably the most 
mature and satisfying works Higgs has produced. Although they remain abstractions these paintings make no attempt to conceal 
their sources of inspiration. Daytime-Giza-Plateau is a landscape, with a horizon line that signals a clear demarcation between earth 
and sky. The pale, sandy field that occupies the bottom two-thirds of the picture is an arena, perhaps a stage, packed with figures and 
small structures. All the grass-roots activity of the local tourist industry is being played out in the shadow of Pyramids.

 With nightfall that simplicity gives way to a more mysterious atmosphere. In Underworld-Giza-Plateau the same triangular 
shapes loom in the background, but now the picture is divided into many components linked by torn pieces of paper, thin strips of 
wood, and even a series of tiny ladders that invite us to ascend or descend between parts of the composition. It’s almost as if we are 
peering into a suite of rooms in which memories or dreams are being re-enacted. The plateau by night could just as easily be a port, 
in which we glimpse the hulking outlines of ships, the glimmer of stars and water. Observed forms are gradually submerged in the 
realm of the imagination.



Paul Higgs’s paint constructions manifest such a magnificent array of ideas and visual impressions, through a material accretion so 
intense, there is no shred of our perceptual faculties that is left unstimulated. He leads us headlong into pandemonium, charting paths 
between ragged scraps of detritus, creating nodes of representation, then sending us back into the void. How do we begin to pin 
these works down?

Perhaps they are landscapes. The ridgeline of the escarpment country he lives in, just south of Sydney, is surely there in the looming 
masses of his compositions; his twinkling fields of colour recall the forest canopy and the sea. But aren’t they abstract? Yes, that too.

Is it his own graffiti that can be glimpsed through the layers of colour? Yes, he does write messages to himself and others on the 
work; there is also drawing there. 

Should his works be called drawings then, or paintings, or are they sculptures? He makes use of the techniques and visual 
conventions of many artforms, but Higgs’s recent coining of the descriptor ‘paint constructions’ has co-incided with the intensification 
of the broad fields of painted colour in his work. The works in the current exhibition are, by turns, brooding, ravishing and spectacular, 
and the amplification of mood through colour is a factor in their emotive power.  But let us set categories aside, for the artist is 
contained by none of them. His one and only obligation, when at work in the studio, is to the impulse of the present moment.

If there was a pivotal move that set him on the path to the liberties we so enjoy seeing him take, it was the change from painting in 
oil on canvas – the medium of his mentor, Ron Lambert - to working with paper. Lambert reckoned that oil paint gave him three days 
in which to corral the countless licks of colour in his abstract paintings into a meaningful matrix. Not much time, when several 
destructions of the image might occur along the way. 

For Higgs, the change to paper opened the possibility of a much longer gestation. The storm could be left brewing for days or weeks, 
and at the other end of the scale, he could happily tinker with more delicate passages, relishing the sensitivity he inherited from his 
father, who made his living as a watchmaker. Paper is the medium with which he found his language.

Throughout this evolution there have been companions who have inspired and steadied him. For twenty years Higgs has worked in 
the Painting and Drawing Departments at the National Art School, where his students’ spark has kept him close to vitality and a sense 
of continual renewal. The critical dialogue he enjoys with his artist-colleagues there is a work in itself, conducted through the 
exchange of images and the challenging of assumptions about what might transpire in the next phase of some unfinished 
composition. This community and the discourse it enables, has been indispensable to him. 

But the most essential dialogue of all has been with Rosalba. Her way of seeing and of creating exquisite visual relationships forever 
changed Higgs, as they made a life together. Her premature passing is celebrated in this exhibition. The sadness of her death and the 
cruel irony of how these joyous works came to fruition just as her long fight with illness concluded, is something that the artist is only 
too aware of. What a tribute this exhibition makes. 

Joe Frost 2020



Daytime Gaza Plateau, 2020, paint construction, 119 x 173cm



Course plotter, 2020, paint construction, 124 x 157cm



Dogman, 2020, paint construction, 122 x 65cm



Erskineville platform wall, 2020, paint construction, 132 x 215cm



Rosalba and Paul, 2020, paint construction, 125.5 x 176.5cm



Kicker, 2020, paint construction, 143 x 190cm



Naughty boy, 2020, paint construction, 131 x 120.5cm



You and Me, 2020, paint construction, 146.5 x 414.5cm



Nighttime Giza Plateau, 2020, paint construction, 117.5 x 173cm



Node, 2020, paint construction, 123x177cm



Pinkus, 2020, paint construction, 125.5 x 178.5cm



Probing, 2020, paint construction, 118 x 174cm



Teer’s here endeth the lesson, 2020, paint construction, 120 x 176.5cm



Underworld (Giza Plateau), 2020, paint construction, 117.5 x 174.5cm



By a process of addition and subtraction, building up and breaking down, Paul Higgs drives his 
work towards a point of temporal equilibrium.  Teetering but transfixed, they cling to the raft of 
their composition, each survivor holding on firmly to their companions before the vessel is 
arrested, bobbing, on a logjam as the undercurrent moves in perpetuity beneath.
  
Overlapping, underlapping, overall, all-over, membranes and layers lie alongside lines that 
juxtapose, zip-zap and collide.  Cuts and tears define subgroups, hedging bets on edges. 
Intensities and quietudes co-exist contigently along side peeking papers, teasing, and ladders 
leading left and right, right themselves before a giddy topple and swerve restores direction.  

Self-similarity and iteration.  The formula of fractals.  Fecund, infinite, they pan into pan out.  
Higgs’ Paint Constructs paint constructs of a world where we feel, as in an affine transformation, 
the parts become the whole.  We can lose ourselves in the intermediacies with a confidence 
that comes from knowing that no part is surplus to its paint and paper world.  

Opportunities seen, some seized at seed or suddenly forsaken.  Others taken after tentative 
trials by eye, slowly.  Doubts momentarily dispatch.  Fix, move on, return, reassess, resolve.  
Hypnotic, absorbing, the working process escapes time.  Mutation succeeds mutation in a 
generational fast-forward that finally arrives, anatomically complex but complete.  

New forms are orchestrated from new forms as his series lurches into yet another composition.  
Shape sounds appear from nothing on a chaotic stave that Stockhausen, Cage or Davis could 
conjure a hitherto unimaginable music until no further mark, dab, dribble or smear is required for 
Higgs to headily withdraw his brush-baton and regard the totality of his achievement.  

Michael Downs, Artist.  
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