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The latest body of work by Brisbane-based artist Lucy
Griggs closely follows, as well as deviates from, the style
she has explored for the past several years.  Griggs
describes the development of these works as an
exploration of ‘painting as installation 1, apparent in the
placement of several canvases to illustrate one large
narrative.  We are encouraged to read each individual
painting for its flatness, decoration, and meticulous linear
form, and then as part of a story – like ‘pieces of a
puzzle’.  Underlying the extreme detail of the seven
recent paintings are the social ramifications of stylising
the ‘Orient’, which led to the signature ‘willow’ blue china
design that showed the taste and wealth of eighteenth
century English collectors.

On the surface, we find a connection with these images
because of their prevalence in popular culture.  The
narrative she has appropriated in this new series also
reflects a timely historical junction between painting and
printmaking.  Thomas Winton engraved a ‘willow pattern’
print based on Chinese porcelain in 1780, which was
used initially to hand paint bone china in the manufacturing
warehouses of Stropshire, then spreading to Worcester,
Spode, Wedgwood, and so on.  Today, the abundance
of cheap willow china recalls the manufacture transfer
processes used to popularise the pattern and make
‘taste’ available to a wider audience.  The popularisation
of printmaking through posters, comics, magazines and
books, leads us back through Griggs’ new ‘willow’ series
of works to the kitsch childrens’ book sources of her
previous paintings.

The sources reflected and immortalised in many of
Griggs’ paintings are best explained through the type of
widespread concerns that many artists and critics are
exploring today, particularly in connecting historical
narratives with contemporary painting styles.  This trend
is the topic of Barry Schwabsky’s essay, “Painting in the
interrogative mode”, where he suggests that painting
since the 1990s has shown a ‘difference’ in consciousness
from its modernist and even post-modernist counterparts,
requiring yet another reconsideration of recent art history
in order to explain where contemporary painting exists
at the moment, as well as where it might be heading.
This is “the only form of progress”, in his words 2.

An overriding aspiration throughout Lucy Griggs’ career
has been the execution of what she calls ‘personal
projects’, based on found imagery that recalls memories,
people and things that surround her.  The major
characteristics of Griggs’ earlier works exhibited in 2000-

01 from her Do bee series are the gathering, recycling
and appropriation of the scribbly techniques drawn
throughout the pages of childrens’ activity books that
she has picked up in a variety of places 3. The resultant
paintings reference popular culture’s obsessions with
second-hand goods.  They also document the locus of
childrens’ creative learning through drawing and colouring-
in.  While perusing the surfaces of these paintings,
memories of childhood innocence flood one’s vision,
and we vividly remember the scenes held within.  Perhaps
Griggs has expressed aspects of her own personal
history through these common symbols.  Hinting at
potential narratives, the coloured-in illustrations frame
scenes of playing ‘Cowboys and Indians’ and other child-
like pastimes.  Such scenes were replaced by paintings
of insects, landscapes and talking animals in the artist’s
I am a mouse cool series of 2001 4.  In addition to the
activity book imagery, Griggs also reproduced the
‘accidental’ or unconscious textual dimension of these
childrens’ drawings and learning experiments.  Made by
children who are probably now in their 30s or 40s,
unknowingly the quirky annotations made by these
subjects has contributed to the evolution of her idea.
The layered nature of these two series has since led to
the ‘willow’ paintings, themselves interacting in a kind
of private narrative.

Lucy Griggs,  From the Do Bee series 2000
Photo: Richard Stringer

Image courtesy of the artist
and the Institute of Modern Art
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Amongst the very diverse appeals for painting in our
time, the playful subjects of Lucy Griggs’ appropriations
in her paintings from 2000-02 followed the path of
acquiring concepts by children.  This made her artistic
‘personal projects’ rely on other individuals’ personal
inscriptions and histories on paper.  In the I am a mouse
cool series, the objectification of personal language
(albeit that of strangers) was an interesting component
of both the naïveté of these child-like paintings, as well
as the complexity of the subject matter.  Today Griggs’
act to paint from language – in making different types of
language concrete, and yet subject to her own
consumption – might allow her to successfully pursue
figurative painting imbedded with a conceptual edge.
Many artists, I would say, have built careers on ‘personal
projects’ and the nostalgic effects of gestural (or
conceptual) mark making.   Where Griggs and many
other contemporary painters create these effects through
a meticulously figurative rather than abstract mode, what
would have seemed a bold move for previous generations
of painters may now be just a part of the ‘recycling’ or
reviewing of history in the 21st century.

Japanese artists Takashi Murakami and Yoshitomo Nara,
two contemporary painters leading the Asian art scene,
explore the popular culture images at the height of their
own era.  Their work is infused with engagement with
kitsch culture, and appeals to Griggs’ own sensibility
regarding her personal projects.  Murakami’s outlined
figures filled by intricate patterning and fine brushwork,
and Yoshitomo Nara’s fixated images of children against
vacant backgrounds, reminds me of Griggs’ earlier
childrens’ book appropriations.  The flatness of current
Japanese styles of painting, and also the prominence
of animation, harks back to a long history of Japanese
art, best described in the fifteen volumes of ukiyo-e artist
Katsushika Hokusai’s Manga 5.  Filled with spontaneous
‘sketchbook’ prints of people, animals and insects, the
Manga built a narrative from isolated images, almost

‘snippets’ of larger narratives.  This type of approach
resonates within Griggs’ concept of ‘painting as
installation’ in her latest body of work based on the
Chinese wi l low pattern and i ts mythology.

Murakami, in his manifesto Super Flat, suggested that
the continuing relationship between historical and
contemporary Japanese art (identified in print and
animation) has been a shared concern and interest in
the creation of ‘surface images’ 6. If we are to follow
Murakami in his quest for flatness, we may be led to a
revision or repetition of recent history.  It seems that
Griggs is interested in the surface images of her era,
and the narratives that may come as a result.  What
makes the discussion of local artists so difficult is often
their relationship to the wider (international) field of
contemporary art.  In certain circumstances, however,
the progress of artists’ work is reliant upon narratives
and histories, perhaps those of bygone eras.

1. In conversation with the artist, March 2003.  All other artist quotes are from
this source.
2. Schwabsky, B. (2002) “Painting in the Interrogative Mode”, in Vitamin P,
ed. Breuvart, V., Phaidon Press: London, unpaginated.
3. Exhibited in the QUT Honours Graduates exhibition (2000), and Fresh
Cut, Institute of Modern Art, Brisbane (2001).
4. Soapbox Gallery, Brisbane (2001).  The I am a mouse cool series began
Griggs’ interest in ‘installation’ painting.
5. Hokusai (1760-1849) initiated the Manga in 1814.  Twelve volumes were
published between 1814 and 1834, with three volumes published posthumously.
6. Murakami, T. (2000) “A Theory of Super Flat Japanese Art”, in Super Flat,
MADRA Publishing: Japan, p.9.
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Lucy Griggs, from the I am a mouse cool series 2001
Photo: Chris Handran

Image courtesy of the artist

Lucy Griggs, from the Willow series 2003
Photo: Jonathon Griggs

Image courtesy of the artist and The Farm


