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‘The pale show of life may be miraculous but is 

more a reminder of the death of the subject 

than of their current vitality.’ – Alex Miller, Autumn Laing 

I live in Queenstown, Tasmania. The terrain has 

been tempered and shaped by exposure to forces 

of nature and man. A prevailing westerly 

air-stream with two and a half metres of rain 

per year and a hundred years of mining have 

sculpted the hard rock landscape. Author Chris 

Binks describes it so in response to a gift of a 

small etching of mine: ‘I always think of Lyell as 

a tough, defi ant little mountain. It is overlooked 

by its higher neighbours, deeply scarred by the 

open cuts and denuded by fi res, but its crags 

stand proudly. You have captured its intricate 

rock architecture and its harsh beauty.’

Large tracts of wet rainforest nearby give way to 

more settled and pastoral areas to the east of me. 

This dynamic natural environment has shaped 

Tasmanian identity and culture. The abandoned 

Linda Valley cemetery is testimony to these 

natural forces, the passage of time and the 

transience of life. It lies abandoned at the foot 

of Mt Lyell and in the shadow of the mountains 

‘intricate rock architecture’. My paintings refl ect 

this construction of a landscape and the 

identifi cation with ‘ground’.

For many years I researched the intaglio print 

medium in Europe. I originally went to Paris and 

the Atelier Lacourière et Frélaut, in particular, to 

connect to the tradition of making etchings. My 

great-grandfather’s experiences of the First World 

War as a soldier in the AIF, Commonwealth War 

Grave sites and body armour are concepts that 

have been played out in tandem with my 

investigation into the print and identifi cation 

with a type of ‘fi gure’ as much as ground!

The Pale Show of Life insinuates itself into the 

fold between these traditionally twinned 

concepts of the fi gure and the ground. The ‘fi ssure’ 

in the canvas surface mediates the painted 

plain as the anonymous gravesite registers the 

presence of the human remains in the 

landscape and, in turn to paraphrase T.S. Eliot 

from his poem The Hollowmen1, echoes the idea 

and the reality of one’s death.

I began the painted grave series the day my 

father died on 21 March 2011. British artist Julian 

Cooper, the LARQ artist in residence was working 

higher up on Philosophers Ridge on his own 

painting as I set up my easel, double canvas and 

acrylic paints on the rocky ground surrounding 

Kathleen’s headstone. Tussocks, reeds, small 

bushes and other plants pressed into my work 

area. There are now seven diptych paintings in the 

series with titles such as Down where your belly 

is white, The pale show of life and The thresh of 

the spiteful hail.

In the early 1980s I developed several large prints 

about the landscape of Western Tasmania. They 

were ’postcards’ for imaginary audiences far over 

the horizon – images of wild, desolate, indiffer-

ent places just beginning to feel the pressure of 

the approaching bulldozer. Eighteen months in 

Tasmania (1984) and Florentine Valley: displaced 

landscape (1984) were big panoramic images 

intended for audiences in big city galleries. That 

is where they rest now – in National and State 

Gallery collections, in plan drawers and in dark 

quiet archives beyond the gaze.

The pictures in this LARQ exhibition titled The 

Pale Show of Life ‘bookend’ that earlier work. 

They share some characteristics with those 

artworks from 30 years ago but essentially they 

represent a big change. That shift in meaning 

and context is bound up with the fact that I live 

within the pictured landscape and that the 

audience for these paintings surrounds me in 

the ‘here and now’. It is me! It is you!

Raymond Arnold

Andromeda, 2012

(diptych)

acrylic on canvas, 143 x 92cm

Between the conception

And the creation

Between the emotion

And the response

Falls the Shadow

The Hollowman – T.S. Eliot 1

Down where your belly is white, 2011 

(diptych)

acrylic on canvas, 143 x 92cm

Wrest Point collection
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