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1. From the Return of the Image to the Psychology of 
Space: Painting in the Eighties

Between 1982 and 1984 Robertson completed a degree in Fine Arts majoring in Painting at the 
Western Australian Institute of Technology (WAIT), later Curtin University (fig. 3). It was an exciting 
time to be a student of painting, especially one who wished to develop a figurative practice. In the 
early 1980s the Neo-Expressionist movement hailed the return of the figure in painting, offering 
a striking alternative to the Minimal, and Conceptual Art that had dominated in the 1970s.1 The 
plural nature of this post-modern, post-conceptual style was described by Elizabeth Baker in a 1982 
editorial in Art in America:

Some of them [Neo-Expressionist artists] may qualify as ‘hard core’ Expressionists – their work 

conveys a direct emotionalism through an agitated ‘personal’ application of paint. Others, 

however, adopt an expressionist ‘look’ for ends that range from the conceptual to the satirical. 

[Young artists] have reclaimed a central position for vigorous painterly execution, coupled 

with something more overtly taboo in self-respecting modernist usage: literary subject matter. 

Whether religious, pop-cultural, mythological, psycho-sexual, or even political, the imagery of 

these artists is of a highly evocative nature, if not explicitly narrative.2

In the spirit of the post-modern Eighties, art history (as well as mass media imagery) was to be mined 
and transformed, Baker noting that, for most Neo-Expressionists: ‘tradition is no longer a burden, 
but a newly discovered resource. [They seek] reentry into the realm of allegory, history and myth that 
the dominant styles of the modern period so decisively discarded’.3 Paintings depicting the human 
figure, or imagery suggestive of objects in the real world, conveyed a range of human experiences 
– from private, psychological states to interaction with social, political and historical realities. This 
expressive, highly individual turn, stood in sharp contrast to a Minimalist or formalist conception of 
the work of art as an autonomous entity, coolly separate from the messy world. 

At the same time in the United Kingdom, the revival of painting was conceived as an 
international movement (albeit British, European and American) in the exhibition A New Spirit 
in Painting, held at the Royal Academy of Arts, London, in 1981, and curated by Christos M. 
Joachimides, Norman Rosenthal and Nicholas Serota. As Joachimides suggested, subjectivity was the 
defining feature of this ‘new spirit’: 

Fig. 2. Linda and Jamie, Norseman, c. 1989, oil on board, 32 x 22.5 cm
Collection of Linda and Peter Robertson






















