
Our interest in the art of John Nixon (1949-2020) began concurrently with the purchase of our first 

artwork in 2000, a large two-panel abstract painting by the New Zealand-born artist Craig Easton. 

Half of one of the panels in Craig’s painting was a bright orange square, and someone mentioned to 

us John Nixon’s predilection for orange as the dominant colour in his paintings at that time. 

Neither of us came from families who had much interest in art, so commencing a collection involved 

lots of self-education: looking at numerous exhibitions; intense discussions on why we responded to 

some works and not to others; and reading into theories of art and the historical antecedents of 

contemporary art in order to give us more tools for those discussions.  

We also bought art magazines and in the December 2000 issue of Art & Australia, we saw a picture 

of one of John’s orange painting exhibitions. It captioned him as the winner of the 1999 Clemenger 

Award but without any mention of him in the accompanying article. However, a feature article on 

the ROAR artist David Larwill in the same issue contained a couple of paragraphs of Larwill criticising 

John and his art. We looked carefully at the Larwill and the Nixon paintings, and knew instantly and 

instinctively which we preferred. 

John didn’t have gallery representation in Canberra. We saw our first show of his work at Sarah 

Cottier Gallery in Sydney in 2001, still predominantly of orange paintings, but in combination with 

other colours. We definitely wanted to buy one but choosing one work from a Nixon exhibition is 

always a challenging process. The works in a Nixon show are usually variations around a theme and 

express a kind of equivalence and egalitarianism. There’s no obvious hierarchy between greater and 

lesser works, they’re all strong works. It comes down to your own response to a particular work, as a 

whole and to the elements that make it up. It took us some time to finally select Orange 

Monochrome Construction (with 5 colours), mainly because it is an example of John’s superb spatial 

skills and eye for balance. 

By this time, our research had shown that John was a significant player in the recent history of 

abstract and conceptual art in Australia, since he had made his first small ‘block’ paintings at the age 

of 19. This included being represented in Documenta VII in 1982 and in several Biennales of Sydney. 

He was also the Director of the Institute of Modern Art in Brisbane and initiated a series of one-day-

only exhibitions at Q Space during his time there and founded of the Art Projects Gallery in 

Melbourne in 1979 (which ran until 1984). John encouraged this genre of Australian art through his 

frequent collaborations with other artists; his encouragement of younger artists through journals 

like ‘Kerb Your Dog’ and support for artist-run spaces such as Store 5; and his internationalism, with 

exhibitions in Europe and exposure given to overseas artists in his journal Z. 



We were introduced to him at another Sarah Cottier opening and he was immediately friendly and 

interested. Our friendship then developed through a series of chance encounters over the following 

couple of years - finding ourselves on the same plane to Perth where he was having a show at the 

Goddard de Fiddes Gallery; at the same cinema watching The Cool School documentary film; on the 

same platform at Flinders Street Station and sharing a train carriage home. He invited us to visit him 

at his home and studio in Briar Hill during our periodic visits to Melbourne. Still more or less 

oblivious to John’s encyclopaedic knowledge of twentieth century art, we brought things to show 

him, old books and catalogues and articles we had found, and he was happy to celebrate these 

‘discoveries’ with us and point us in relevant directions. 

These historical pathways were well travelled by John. He had spent the first half of the 1970s in an 

intense engagement with the various streams of contemporary art and with the historic avant-

gardes, particularly Suprematism and Constructivism. He emerged from this period with certainty 

and confidence about the art that he would make. The various manifestos and diagrams he 

composed during the 1980s, including the Manifesto for a Renewed Art Practice 1980 (the source for 

the title of this exhibition), are expressions of that clarity and functioned as touchstones for his 

practice. 

Once John knew you were a serious inquisitor, he was generous in sharing his own knowledge, and 

ultimately gifted us a large volume of his own exhibition ephemera. He was also a dedicated 

collector, less of things that were already in the elite canon of art and design and focused on things 

with less recognised artistic merit that were part of people’s everyday lives. These included 

ephemera from the Dixieland jazz revival in Melbourne in the late 50s and early 60s, published by 

him in a compilation titled ‘Downbeat!’.  

Similarly, when he started collecting ceramics, they weren’t the art objects made by the famous 

Australian studio potters in the Leach-Hamada tradition. Instead, he collected pottery produced for 

household usage by the suburban collective at the Potter’s Cottage in Warrandyte. Humble things 

like public transport tickets and chocolate bar wrappers, accumulated during his trips to Europe, 

were not discarded but became the raw material for his collage works. 

There are examples of all these interests of John’s throughout our collection, as well as artworks that 

represent many of the main streams of his practice over the years. While these works have been 

displayed at various times in our house, we don’t have the space to show them all at once, nor to 

present them in a dialogue with our collection of his exhibition material and his other activities, such 

as the recordings of his noise music group ‘The Donkey’s Tail’.  



We thank CMAG for this marvellous opportunity to present our complete collection of our friend 

John Nixon’s art. 
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