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Young Street Musicians, Open Air Café

It was a raw and provisional town and like everywhere in Australia 40 years ago imbued with a sort of unreflecting vigour.

Now many of the low timber buildings had given way to equally provisional looking but much larger concrete constructions and instead of vigour,

tourism.

These gloomy thoughts evaporated at the approach of several brightly clothed young people carrying cellos and violins. Taking up positions just a

few metres away the children experimented with a number of tunes and rhythms.

Surprise at their arrival, their total absorption and the vividness of their presence made them seem, like their instruments, from another time.

More children and organising adults turned up and the magic faded. But the people at the tables look different and what a weird lot the waiters

were.

Perhaps, like the character in Isaac Babel’s famous story “Di Grasso” and similarly released from a state of gloomy preoccupation, I’d been given a

glimpse of my surroundings as they really were. With the young players combining aspiration and vulnerability in surroundings largely indifferent

to both.

Tony Slater, 2021



Fermata, 2020, oil on canvas, 110 x 136 cm, $11,000



Finding Places, 2020, oil on canvas, 101 x 108 cm, $8,000



Meeting Up, 2020, oil on canvas, 150 x 180 cm, $17,000



Open Air Café, 2020, oil on canvas, 167 x 198 cm, $17,000



Quartet Seriouso, 2020, oil on canvas, 107.5 x 148 cm, $11,000



Street Café, 2021, oil on canvas, 112 x 115 cm, $8,200



Table Service, 2021, oil on canvas, 125 x 152 cm, $14,500



The Audience, 2020, oil on canvas, 126 x 165 cm, $14,500



The Other Audience, 2021, oil on canvas, 134 x 126 cm, $12,500



The Seed, 2021, oil on canvas, 86 x 109 cm, $7,700



2020 Vision, 2020, oil on canvas, 124 x 136 cm, $11,000



At first glance, this seems like a simple series of beautifully rendered paintings depicting, as the title says, Young Street Musicians - Open Air Cafés. But like much of Tony Slater's work, 

experiencing his unique style - unusual perspectives, cropped compositions and truncated views lit by the sculpting Australian sun, has a way of prompting a viewer to look for the deeper ideas 

within these works.

This exhibition marks a departure for Slater, who is recognised for his depictions of the Australian bush and suburbs. There is no evidence of nature here, unless you count the shadow of a palm 

tree over the figures in Meeting Up. The tight focus on people interacting with each other heralds a new development in a career stretching over half a decade.

Slater encountered these performers in Alice Springs in 2018, but these works could have originated in any Australian town. All identifying features of the square and cafes surrounding it have 

been removed, and what is seen is characterless and generic - large reflective aluminium framed windows set into grey buildings on expanses of concrete pavers. As well as being placeless, the 

works also seem separated from time. The clothing and surroundings could date from any year in the past couple of decades. This is emblematic of the artist's experience of the encounter with the 

young players; "Surprise at their arrival, their total absorption and the vividness of their presence made them seem, like their instruments, from another time." It also focuses viewers' attention in on 

the expressions and mannerisms of the tableau of characters, the musicians themselves, but also their audience. These are captivating, large-scale works, and offer no distracting flourishes. 

Clothes are basic and in flat bright colours, and a cafe blackboard and signs on a noticeboard are illegible. Viewers are drawn straight into the scene, becoming a part of the audience themselves.

The dedication of the musicians to their playing and the experience of working together is clear. Young faces are fixed on their instruments, expressions focused and pure. Slater 

also captures something of each of their characters, distinguishing the confident players from those that seem more self-aware, touching their hair or focusing on what the others are doing. The 

innocence of these children, lost in their task and unaware of their wider surroundings, is apparent.



But while we as viewers are drawn straight to the children, their painted audience seems disinterested in the performance. People sit at cafes, chatting or looking at their phones. Waiters are

absorbed in the task of getting plates of food to restless customers. The Other Audience offers the potential of a more engaged crowd surrounding the children, but they are presented as

partial shadows in the foreground of the work. In this strange composition, with the backs of the children darkened by the shadowy profiles of people behind them, they become an ambiguous

presence, as do the reflected figures in the glass windows of The Audience.

Once this sense of unease is triggered, it is increased by a closer inspection of the adults’ faces that are visible, which have been sketched out in much less detail than those of the children.

This is most noticeable in Street Café, where a black clad waiter at the centre of the work is devoid of any expression, with his face almost a void.

Throughout his practice Slater has shown concern about the climate emergency and the world we are leaving future generations, and in this context the indifference of the adult audience to the

earnest youth may have darker connotations. The harsh environment of concrete and glass, lit by stark sunlight, only adds to this atmosphere. The artist's comment about the experience

which led to these paintings; "the young players combining aspiration and vulnerability in surroundings largely indifferent to both" could be applied to a wider global context, especially in an age

of School Strikes for Climate, when children took charge, urging adults to take responsibility and work towards a less alarming future.

Bridget Macleod, 2021





Adverse Camber in the Great Divide, 2021, oil on canvas, 180 x 210 cm, $18,000



Three Newcastle Houses, 2016 -2017, oil on canvas, 154 x 173 cm, $16,000 



Central Highlands Tasmania, 2018, oil on canvas, 67 x 125 cm, $4,200



Early Morning Cyclist Stroud, 2021, oil on canvas, 168 x 200 cm, $18,000



Trees by a Track, Gilgandra, 2018, oil on canvas, 168 x 224 cm, $18,000



First Light Gloucester Hills, 2020, oil on canvas, 68 x 92 cm, $4,200



Flight 1655 Sydney to Singapore, 2018, oil on canvas, 84 x 99 cm, $4,200 



Granite and Blackwater, 2017, oil on canvas, 76 x 100 cm, $4,200 



High Ridge, 2020, oil on canvas, 40.5 x 40.5 cm, $990 Hilltop, 2018, oil on canvas, 40.5 x 40.5 cm, $990  



NT Rockface, 2021, oil on canvas, 165 x 120 cm, $12,500



Uluru, 2021, oil on canvas, 180 x 120 cm, $14,800 



On the Ridge, 2018, oil on canvas, 40.5 x 40.5 cm, $990 Evening, Rock, Water, 2018, oil on canvas, 40.5 x 40.5 cm, $990



Part of the Warrambungles at Sunset, 2018, oil on canvas, 50 x 90 cm, $2,500 



The Cascades (in the dry) Sara River, 2011, oil on canvas, 62 x 83 cm, $2,500



The Year after the Drought, 2021, oil on canvas, 40.5 x 40.5 cm, $990 Bush Rockpool, oil on canvas, 40.5 x 40.5 cm, $990 



The Start of the Trees, 2018, oil on canvas, 40.5 x 40.5 cm, $990 



For sales enquiries please contact 

kaya@defiancegallery.com | dallas@defiancegallery.com
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