
DESERT AND DROUGHT

Sidney NOLAN, Central Australia, 1950, Ripolin oil enamel, Dulux alkyd and Duco 
nitrocellulose on Masonite. 

THE DRY HEART

After completing the first Ned Kelly series in mid-1947, Sidney 
Nolan’s ambition to address the landscape and mythologies of 
Australia in a new way significantly expanded beyond his more 
familiar terrain of northern Victoria. On his trip through northern 
Queensland in that year, he witnessed the wide expanse of the 
dry savannah for the first time and came back determined to see 
more. Over the next three years he undertook two further extensive 
journeys through central Australia and Queensland with his new 
wife Cynthia (née Reed), a writer.

Taking photographs, notes, and drawings, back in the studio  
in Sydney, he developed cycles of work addressing the failures  
of historic colonial encounter, the ironies and richness of this 
so-called ‘dead centre’ and his personal response to the sheer 
overwhelming scale of the country. 

Nolan’s fascination with Central Australia came at a time of growing 
popular and creative interest in these dry inland landscapes as less 
of a frontier and more a place of yearning for an imagined ‘real’ 
Australia. The sparsely populated region, as large as Europe, with 
its iconic landforms, offered a sense of mystery and spiritual or 
surreal encounters and the simplified landscape forms appealed 
to a modern sensibility. Whilst both Sidney and Cynthia wrote 
extensively, and with respect for the Aboriginal people that they 
met, Nolan chose not to represent them in his work at this time. 

The longest period of travel took place over the winter of 1949.  
With the earnings from his first well-received exhibition in Sydney, 
Nolan was able to plan a lengthy research trip from Adelaide to 
Alice Springs by train, then using air and road transport, moving 
between towns and private stations throughout the Northern 
Territory. After one night in Darwin, they went down the Kimberley 
coast and finally on to Perth and home to Sydney across  
the Nullarbor.

The new family life and Cynthia’s intelligent and purposeful support 
brokered a new phase of practice. They made an extensive flying 
trip across central Australia in 1949 that became the source of a 
major series of paintings. Writing to his good friend Albert Tucker  
in January 1950 Nolan perceptively describes the impact of this 
latest journey:

In all the travelling around of the last two or three years I  
have found nothing of the cold stupidity of Melb. For Sydney  
is almost a gracious and stimulating city. Melbourne is like 
a badly written Kafka. We had a wonderful trip to the back 
of beyond, it is really the proper Australia, old, dignified and 
coherent. Cynthia found it a revelation I think, particularly as 
she had never accepted the coastal strip we imagine as the 
continent. Jinx flourished and took it all for granted, in fact  
I envied her in a way, being able to do the journey as a child. 

We did a lot of flying in small mail planes … One of the main 
surprises was the strong impact the aborigines [sic] made on 
us. They give you the key to the whole situation. They are not 
only intelligent but superlatively so, skilled in relations and 
gentle to a degree. Apart from these human factors they inform 
the landscape in an extraordinary way. They show you that 
the country is a gentle declaiming one, the barrenness and 
harshness is all in our European eyes and demands. In fact,  
one feels a barbarian at the gates.
 – Letter to Albert Tucker, 26 January 1950

The next trip was commissioned by the Courier Mail in 1952 
to document a severe drought in western Queensland. Eagerly 
accepting the challenge, Nolan and Cynthia flew first to Darwin 
then travelled to Wave Hill Station and along the Barkly stock route. 
Taking a new high-quality Rolleicord camera with a twin lens, Nolan 
had the capacity to take photographs which allowed very controlled 
views in sharp focus. Using a group of weathered carcasses of 
horses and cattle, he made a considered series of images by 
handling and repositioning their emaciated forms into surreal 
compositions. Despite this gruesome subject, he was to develop 
this imagery into a series which, when shown back in Sydney,  
was quickly elevated to iconic status. 

It was these bodies of work that secured Nolan’s reputation both  
in Australia and in London with contemporary acquisitions into 
major public collections and high-profile media coverage. 

Cynthia, Jinx and Sidney Nolan departed Sydney for Adelaide  
on the 22 June 1949 and for the next 13 weeks travelled by train, 
light plane and vehicle throughout central Australia. Travelling over 
the landscape from the air gave him the opportunity to experience 
the scale and rhythm of the landforms. 

Central Australia was painted about mid-way through the extensive 
series which he had begun as soon as he returned to Sydney and 
which was completed by May 1950. One of the works from the 
series was purchased by the Tate Gallery London in the following 
year, marking Nolan’s first acquisition into a significant public 
international collection. 

Both Nolan and Cynthia made extensive notes during the trip as 
Cynthia was planning to write a book on the journey. This was  
later published as Outback in 1962. Nolan observes:

There’s nothing I’ve ever seen in the world like these ridges 
which go on and on and on parallel for hundreds of miles – 
sandhills about twenty metres high. They are not quite parallel 
and can turn into a maze like the Minotaur’s but basically you 
have this odd order in the desert, lines running parallel north 
and south because of the prevailing winds. My painting is  
about the wonder of all this.1

FOCUS WORK: CENTRAL AUSTRALIA 1950



Sidney NOLAN, Carcass 2, 1953, Ripolin oil enamel, Dulux alkyd and Duco nitrocellulose on Masonite.

Cynthia and Nolan returned from the Courier Mail sponsored trip 
through the drought ravaged north and central desert areas of 
Australia at the end of 1952 and Nolan set up a larger studio space 
in Wahroonga to make new work. 

They had also recently returned from Nolan’s first international trip, 
having visited Naples and Pompeii on the return voyage. There 
Nolan saw the casts of bodies of humans and animals who had 
been trapped after the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79. Nolan 
described the series as it evolved to friend and fellow artist, Albert 
Tucker, in a letter of March 1953: 

The trip brought me in touch with the atmosphere of drought 
and this, added to the experiences of the previous trip that 
Cynthia and I made through the Northern Territory, has set me 
painting a big series of dead animals, the dried carcasses of 
horses, cattle, camels etc. It is a grim subject, but it has got 
me by the short hairs and I seem able to get a good deal of 
controlled tension into the paintings. I hope for an exhibition 
towards the end of the year. 

God knows who will buy them. I can’t honestly say they are 
drawing room paintings. ‘Not done to decorate apartments’ as 
Picasso would say.2

Nolan need not have been so anxious. After a well-received 
exhibition of the whole series, leading interior designer Marion 
Hall Best selected one of the works for her display in the inaugural 
Society of Interior Designers exhibition in Woollahra that September.

Nolan’s Carcass paintings are inspired by observing Coopers Creek 
in flood as depicted in the 1954 documentary The Back of Beyond 
while travelling with the film’s Director, John Heyer.

FOCUS WORK: CARCASS 2 1953

1 Sidney Nolan quoted in Lynn, Elwyn and Nolan, Sidney, Sidney Nolan – Australia,  
Bay Books, 1979: p. 208.
2 Sidney Nolan, letter to Albert Tucker, 24 March 1953.



1. VIEWFINDER

A viewfinder is a device that aids slow and focused looking.  
Make a viewfinder by cutting a 5 cm x 5 cm square from the centre 
of an A5 piece of paper, thin card or plastic. Use the viewfinder 
to scan reproductions or colour photocopies of Nolan’s paintings 
from this module. Make a page of thumbnail sketches in your Visual 
Art Process Diary of isolated sections of the paintings – in order to 
explore and understand the style of paint application and use of 
sgraffito. Use line to create variations in tone and suggest texture. 
Experiment with a variety of media – such as different grades of 
pencil, colour pencil, artline pen, pen and ink, charcoal, conte, 
wax resist and watercolour. Annotate each thumbnail with words 
you would use to describe the different types of lines and textures 
created and the materials used.

2. PICTORIAL SPACE – FOCUS WORK: CENTRAL 
AUSTRALIA 1950

What is your personal reaction to this landscape painting?  
Think of a movie that you have seen where the landscape was 
cinematically treated with the same feeling of strength, ancient 
grandeur and timelessness that Nolan has used to suggest a sense 
of vast space in this work. Describe how Nolan has achieved this  
by writing one sentence about each of the following art elements:

• Line
• Texture
• Tone
• Colour
• Direction
• Space

3. CONTROLLED TENSION – FOCUS WORK: 
CARCASS 2 1953

Look at the way Sidney Nolan has composed the subject so that 
it is contained within the frame without meeting the edges. What 
effect does this create? How does this painting make you feel?  
As a class, brainstorm at least 20 words that come to mind when 
looking at this work. Write a poem of two to three stanzas to 
accompany this work. What is the title of your poem?

RESPONDING

4. A BARBARIAN AT THE GATES

Nolan wrote the following in a letter to his friend Albert Tucker  
in 1950:

We did a lot of flying in small mail planes … One of the main 
surprises was the strong impact the aborigines [sic] made on 
us. They give you the key to the whole situation. They are not 
only intelligent but superlatively so, skilled in relations and 
gentle to a degree. Apart from these human factors they inform 
the landscape in an extraordinary way. They show you that 
the country is a gentle declaiming one, the barrenness and 
harshness is all in our European eyes and demands. In fact,  
one feels a barbarian at the gates.

What does Nolan mean when he says he ‘feels like a barbarian  
at the gates?’.

Use this format (developed by St Pauls College) as a guide  
to compare and contrast Nolan’s paintings with the work of 
traditional and contemporary Aboriginal artists. Click here to see 
examples of artworks that have been compared and contrasted.  
Choose one of the following pairs of paintings:

Carcass 2, 1953 by Sidney Nolan and Crocodile Dreaming,  
1979 by Bardkadubbu
Central Australia, 1950 by Sidney Nolan and  
Untitled, 2004 by George Tjampu Tjapaltjarri

PRINTMAKING

Extend the viewfinder drawing activity to create a design suitable 
for one of the following printmaking methods:

• Collagraph print
• Lino print
• Monoprint
• Monoprint and collage

MAKING

Visible Thinking
Critical Thinking Resources

RELATED LINKS
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