
Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

 

 

Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac: A 
painterly investigation of memory and memorialising 

of the Great War at the Australian War Memorial 

 
M Nay, Wardrobe and Anzac (composite) Uniform, 2019. Ink and acrylic on paper 

by 

Michael Nay 

Master of Fine Art 

School of Creative Arts and Media 

College of Arts, Law and Education. University of Tasmania 

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the Doctor of Philosophy 

University of Tasmania, February 2021 



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– i –

Declaration of Originality  

This thesis contains no material which has been accepted for a degree or diploma 

by the University or any other institution, except by way of background 

information and duly acknowledged in the thesis, and to the best of my 

knowledge and belief no material previously published or written by another 

person except where due acknowledgement is made in the text of the thesis, nor 

does the thesis contain any material that infringes copyright. 

 10 February 2021 



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– ii –

Authority of Access  

This thesis may be made available for loan and limited copying and 

communication in accordance with the Copyright Act 1968.  	

5 August 2021 



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– iii –

Statement of Ethical Conduct 	

The research associated with this thesis abides by the international and Australian 

codes on human and animal experimentation, the guidelines by the Australian 

Government's Office of the Gene Technology Regulator and the rulings of the 

Safety, Ethics and Institutional Biosafety Committees of the University.  

Ethics approval number: H0018230 

 10 February 2021 



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– iv –

Acknowledgements 

I dedicate this work to the memory of Roland Fenton and William Howarth, both 

casualties of the Great War for Civilisation.  

I wish to thank Associate Professor Meg Keating, and Graduate Research 

Coordinator Dr Steven Carson for their valuable guidance and constructive, 

friendly advice throughout this project. 

I am deeply grateful to Dr Yvette Watt, Dr Brigita Ozolins and Dr Linda Erceg 

for their generous supervision of this PhD. I warmly acknowledge their 

enthusiasm, encouragement, and laud their extensive knowledge of the theoretical 

and studio aspects of this research. I will miss their perceptive reflections and our 

lively discussions. 

I would like to offer my special thanks to Dr Anthea Gunn, Senior Curator of Art 

at the Australian War Memorial for her informative interview and insightful 

comments.  

Furthermore, I would like to express my sincere thanks to Marion Marrison, Dr 

Annie Geard, and Dr Rob Hecker for their stimulating conversations and 

considerate advice which has been invaluable throughout this study. 

I am grateful for the support of my research cohort, in particular: Dr Penny 

Burnett, Dr David Hawley, Dr Nathan Taylor, John Vella, Dr Tania Price, Jo 

Chew, and Adrian Bradbury.  



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– v –

It is with deep gratitude I acknowledge and thank my partner Anita, and son 

Lachlan, for providing unflagging support and steadfast confidence throughout 

these years of study. They have enthusiastically strolled the corridors of the 

Australian War Memorial, endured long flights to distant lands, and waited 

patiently as I searched galleries for ‘that’ painting. Respectfully we walked 

together the Bullecourt re-entrant in the Pas-de-Calais, France, toward extant 

German trenches across fertile and freshly ploughed farmland. The French prime 

minister Édouard Philippe, in his speech during the opening of the Sir John 

Monash Centre, Villers Bretonneux on 24 April 2018, described this land as 

having ‘neither the colour nor texture of their native [Australian] bush… for many 

of them [Australian soldiers serving on the Western Front, 1916–1918] this earth 

was the final confidante of a thought or a word intended for a loved one from the 

other side of the world.’  



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– vi –  

Abstract  

This project has used painting to respond to the representation of World War One 

(WW1) in the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac (CE of A) at the Australian War 

Memorial (AWM). Research has interrogated how painting can be utilised to 

augment and enrich understanding of the complex relationships between private 

and public memorialising beyond that already present in the AWM. Australian 

academic and military historian Gregory Pemberton argues that the celebration of 

war and military heroism lies at the core of the legitimising rituals of the modern 

nation-state. Conceived in battle, the so-called ‘Anzac myth’ is an enduring 

narrative promulgated by the AWM, often promoting national interest. This 

project, however, argues that ‘Anzac’ is indefinable, capricious, and in a constant 

state of change. 

Driven by familial connections, this project has explored the concepts of 

intergenerational trauma and post-memory, resulting in a suite of works that 

demonstrate how painting can be used to create alternative narratives about the 

‘Great War’ (GW). Key sources of imagery include objects and narrative themes 

used in the AWM, combined with family artefacts. The resulting paintings used 

collage, pastiche and allegory to evoke the complexities of private and personal 

understanding of the Great War. The imagery is fractured and overlapping, in 

contrast to the linear, chronological narrative of the CE of A, addressing the 

simultaneous continuance of competing interpretations of history that change as 

time progresses. This strategy—facilitated by identifying narrative voids and 

understatements in the curatorial styling of the CE of A—allowed for the 
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inclusion of service narratives of soldiers like my grandfather, a casualty-survivor, 

and my great uncle, killed in action and having no known grave.  

The project was informed by the writing of Lisa Saltzman, Marion Hirsch and 

Joan Gibbons, who provided insight into contemporary art practices that reference 

trauma, post-memory and the indexical. Throughout the project I have referred to 

contemporary Anzac historians Carolyn Holbrook and Marilyn Lake for their 

contesting of the Anzac legend. Frederic Jameson, Craig Owens and Roland 

Barthes were instrumental in informing the use of allegory and pastiche as key 

strategies for the paintings, while William Dunning’s historical overview of 

changes in pictorial space proved an important text for its discussion of painting’s 

transition from modernism to post-modernism.  

The research draws from and contributes to the field of modernist and 

contemporary war art. It has examined the themes of violence against the mind 

and body, and its impact on the witness soldiers, and the generations affected by 

post-memory trauma as a result of the Great War, specifically as represented in 

the work of Otto Dix, George Lambert, and Stanley Spencer. It references artists 

whose work explores post-generational trauma in private and public memory and 

historiographic metafiction, with a specific focus on Paul Gross, Christian 

Boltanski, Kader Attia and Koken Ergun. Painters for whom collage is a key 

pictorial strategy, such as Ron Kitaj, Kai Althoff and Helen Johnson, are also 

discussed. The work of Australian contemporary painter Ben Quilty, witness to 



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– viii –  

war through the AWM’s Official War Art Scheme, provided a diametric 

contemporary fillip for the research aims. 

The outcome of the research is a series of paintings that utilise the unsettling 

familial witness stories of this war through collage, pastiche and allegory. The 

research employed specific picturing methodologies developed to address the 

impact of the GW on current generations. This contribution to the field of 

Australian war painting submits alternative narratives that restate the power of 

allegory in the production of painting, problematising the complex nature of 

intergenerational trauma. The subjective memory traces of the GW considered in 

this research do not deal with direct experience exclusively. By connecting 

alternative stories of Anzac to those promulgated by the master narrative (of 

Anzac), this investigation aimed to visualise narratives which capture the 

experience of the centenary moment. The final paintings entreat the regeneration 

of memory to remain relevant and to broaden the meaning of Anzac in Australia’s 

post-memory culture. As a consequence, the submitted works contrast with the 

fixed, immutable histories of Official War Art painting of the GW, and offer 

alternative representations about the GW to those depicted in current 

representations. 
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Background to the Project 

This project is based on an abiding interest in the unique set of grief tropes visited 

on Australians as a consequence of the Great War with a specific focus on the 

experiences of my grandfather and great uncle, and a personal intergenerational 

narrative of their Great War (GW) experiences. I argue that although the 

institutions embedded in our national culture hold vast amounts of archival 

material, stories, pictures, and vignettes, there is something missing. During the 

lead up to and start of the centenary commemoration of the GW, and in particular 

its representation in the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac (CE of A) at the 

Australian War Memorial (AWM), I was motivated to critically analyse the 

private and public memory schism that I perceived existed in this time of 

centenary. 

In a Master of Fine Arts research project completed in 2016, I proposed and tested 

strategies for returning family-owned objects, possessed from infancy, to 

remembered spaces and historical contexts of childhood. I produced collages, 

returning these objects to (their) remembered spaces as preparatory studies for 

painting. In this PhD project, I am extending that exploration by examining more 

commonly held evocations of memory, both private and public, transmitted in a 

state-financed memorialising institution—the Australian War Memorial. 

Furthermore, I aim to extend the ways collage models aspects of memory to 

transform, reconceive and recontextualise inherited trauma.  
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This research has been driven by a belief that, due to intergenerational trauma, the 

Great War, in a sense, never ended for some. We are still living with its impacts 

as a society, and for some of us these impacts are also personal. It has had a 

profound effect on my sense of self via the experiences of my forebears who were 

infantrymen on the Western Front.  

I am a descendant of witnesses to the Great War. My mother’s father, Private 

William Robert Howarth, 1st Battalion Australian Imperial Forces,1 survived the 

war, but was permanently incapacitated by the effects of trench foot2 suffered in 

early 1917. His wounds required partial amputations which qualified him for 

repatriation to Australia, resulting in him taking no further part in the war. For the 

rest of his life he lived as an invalid, surviving on a part-pension for returned 

service people. William died when I was 7 years old. I have fragmented memories 

of him; his orthopaedic boots, nicotine-stained fingers, and aloof peripheral 

menace. The foot, boot, puttee, injury to the body are object elements in my 

painting, implying William Howarth’s service on the Western Front.  

My mother’s maternal uncle, Private Roland Fenton, 18th Battalion AIF, was 

killed in action, aged 22, on 3 May 1917, the first day of the Second Battle of 

Bullecourt. In the family oral history, it is understood that Roland Fenton’s 

 

1 Battalion abbreviated ‘Bn’ in some contexts. AIF, ‘Australian Imperial Forces’. 
2 Trench foot is a serious condition caused by prolonged exposure of feet to damp, unsanitary and 
cold conditions. The use of the word ‘trench’ in the name of this condition is a reference to trench 
warfare, mainly associated with the Great War. The mainstay of treatment was surgical 
debridement, and often amputation.  
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surviving Battalion friends visited Roland’s bereaved mother after the war, 

explaining that he died quickly from a wound to the head. This visit and the 

ensuing discussion, whatever its relationship to the truth, was a humane act—

likely one of many thousands in the post-war period.  

It is the veracity of family stories, passed down through generations, manipulated 

and spun, that plays into the never-discussed, secret self-questioning of the 

darkest of suspicions. Was William Howarth’s trench foot self-inflicted out of 

cowardice in the face of the enemy? Did Roland Fenton die a slow, agonising 

death or, conversely, was he nursed back to health with enduring amnesia, 

assimilated into a French or English community with devasting facial injuries, 

unrecognisable until his death as an old man? Family secrets are their own blind 

spots, private redactions. It is from the family chronicles that I draw the material 

elements associated with private storylines. For example, I reference the Brodie 

steel helmet to symbolise service in France on the Western Front, as helmets were 

not issued during the Gallipoli Campaign. I have used a discarded steel helmet as 

a symbol of a soldier’s death, but, more particularly, it serves here to distinguish a 

particularly Australian phenomenon—the difference between the Gallipoli 

campaign of 1915 and the campaign on the Western Front (1916–18).  

In support of this important signifier of the service experience of those who 

voluntarily served in the AIF, I use two service medals. The medals issued to 

1916 – 1918 volunteers were colloquially referred to as ‘Mutt and Jeff’. Those 

that volunteered after 1915 were known as ‘Fair Dinkums’, these included my 
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grandfather and great uncle. Together with their medals and ribbons, I use object 

elements with indexical evidence of damage exhibited in the CE of A such as 

water canteens, uniforms and field stretchers. Making up the private object set for 

compositions are the items of family oral histories, such as a dictionary, shaving 

set and a damaged wardrobe, each an allegorical element, some indexical, and all 

referencing death or post-war trauma that has personal significance to my family. 

The allegorical themes that deal with the violence of the war against mind and 

body can be read more broadly in the way that painting articulates these subjects 

beyond the acceptable exhibition thresholds of public memorialising.  

  

Photographs of William Howarth and Roland Fenton represent the originating 

memory elements of this research. I cannot remember when I was first 

consciously aware of their existence, but for as long as I can remember these 

looming images were on the walls in my grandmother’s house in inner-city 

Figure 1 Private William Howarth, 1st Bn Figure 2 Private Roland Fenton, 18th Bn, KIA 
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Sydney. Anyone who has a family photograph that exerts an enigmatic fascination 

and arouses an inexplicable depth of emotion will understand the enduring 

emotional power of such photographs. Working with my personal materials, 

especially photographs, has elicited a wide range of associations and provided 

subject matter for the paintings produced for this PhD.  

Over the past decades, I have read prodigiously on the subject of the Great War, 

its histories and literary icons, including My Brother Jack (Johnson 1964) and All 

Quiet on the Western Front (Remarque 1929). In concert with these texts has been 

the influence of Australian historiographic film metafictions, including Gallipoli 

(Weir 1981), 40,000 Horsemen (Chauvel 1940) and, recently, the Academy 

Award-nominated British movie 1917 (Mendes 2019). In discussing the Great 

War with friends over several decades, I am constantly reminded of the influence 

that these texts and films have in the shaping of popular understanding of the 

Australian Great War experience. A familiarity with the Great War is essential to 

understanding the pervading and esoteric spiritual nature of Anzac3 often called 

upon by governments and associated institutions, despite the fact that the Gallipoli 

Campaign was an abject military failure.  

 

3 Anzac is the acronym for Australian and New Zealand Army Corps. The term Anzac was first 

used at the beginning of the Gallipoli campaign in early 1915  
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Secrets haunt my memory stories, giving them loose-form patterns and shapes. 

These family secrets are indeed mine; they have roots in the past and 

reverberations in the present, none of which can be understood until the memories 

reveal their secrets and are brought to light and looked at closely. However, while 

this project has a deeply personal motivation, it also has a broader context. In this 

body of work, I have introduced the subjects of marginalised, absent service-

stories of ‘ex-centric’ participants of this war. I have engaged in the process of 

recasting official history, to produce here painterly counter-histories that re-

envision the Great War by contesting, reconfiguring and augmenting the official 

version.  
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Chapter One: Central Argument  

Introduction 

Memory is a battlefield. We fight within ourselves to make a particular 

memory of our experiences, and to repress alternative memories. We also 

engage in a public struggle between different versions of the past. (Thomson 

1994, p. 109) 

This PhD project has used painting to respond to the representation of World War 

One (WW1) in the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac (CE of A) at the Australian 

War Memorial (AWM).  

The research aimed to interrogate how painting can be used to augment and enrich 

an understanding of the complex relationships between private and public 

memorialising beyond what already exists in the AWM. It creates an intersection 

between my family’s personal experience of the Great War4 with the public 

memorialising presented at the AWM, and has sought to explore the trauma of 

witness war-service and residual intergenerational trauma visited on following 

generations. 

The reader will note that throughout this paper, in line with my ambition to bring 

public memorial and personal experience closer together, both personal and 

historical narratives of war are interspersed with explanations of my research.  

 

4 I use the term Great War in preference to WW1. Refer to Appendix 1: Glossary of military terms 
for clarification. 
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The following research questions were used to respond to this challenge and guide 

the research: 

• How can painting re-envision the master narrative of Anzac and add to the 

embedded ideologies of the Great War in their current depictions at the 

Australian War Memorial? 

• How can painting be used to convey the trauma experienced by those who 

served in the Great War beyond the history-weighted subject paintings 

exhibited in the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac? 

• How, after one hundred years, can familial witness experiences and 

subsequent traumatic legacies of the Great War be addressed by painting 

to contribute more broadly to public memory? 

Driven by familial connections, this research has explored the concepts of 

intergenerational trauma and post-memory, resulting in a suite of works that 

demonstrate how painting can be used to create alternative narratives about the 

War.  

In my discussion of painting, I place an emphasis on the content and narrative 

value of this medium, as opposed to its formal, material and perceptual theories. 

More formally reflexive theories of painting exist but this is not the focus of this 

research. Rather, I draw on the allegorical and representational capacity of 

painting to expand the narrative of the GW at the time of its centenary. 
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Key sources of imagery were objects and narrative themes used in the AWM, 

combined with family artefacts. The resulting paintings used collage as a primary 

compositional method, and the theorising of allegory and pastiche to evoke the 

complexities of private and personal understanding of the Great War. The 

imagery is fractured and overlapping, in contrast to the linear, chronological 

narrative of the CE of A, addressing the simultaneous continuance of competing 

interpretations of history that change as time progresses. This strategy, facilitated 

by identifying narrative intervals and understatements in the curatorial styling of 

the CE of A, aligned powerfully with the service narratives of soldiers like my 

grandfather, a casualty-survivor, and my great uncle, killed in action and having 

no known grave.  

Exegesis Structure - an Overview 

Chapter One introduces the context for the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac held at 

the AWM and provides a detailed description of the exhibition. The aims, 

questions, and limitations of the investigation and what it sets out to achieve are 

outlined. The chapter also reveals relevant personal symbolism, object inventories 

and narratives pertinent to the paintings created for the project.  

Chapter Two provides a theoretical and artistic framework for the project. 

Included are definitions of public and private memory, a survey of significant 

artists, and analyses of key works. It locates the project in terms of relevant 

historians and theoreticians and their discussions concerning trauma, post-

memory and the narrative tradition. Furthermore, I discuss the groups of artists 
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who have responded to various aspects of war trauma, and painters who use a 

range of visual and painterly strategies who informed my studio tests and 

experiments. These include the Australian war paintings of George Lambert and 

Ben Quilty, the non-commissioned war painting of Will Longstaff and Sidney 

Nolan and the work of David Salle and Kai Althoff, amongst others.  

Chapter Two also includes an overview of allegory, pastiche, narrative tropes, and 

indexicality to provide the reader with understanding of how these topics 

influenced the planning for painting in this research. Eleanor Heartney’s position 

on the veracity of narratives created by artists was an influencing factor in object 

selection for compositions. William Dunning posits that postmodernism’s 

multiple views might be considered in the literary world as ‘fragmented’, 

contrasting with what he considers to be the inflexible chain of circumstances of 

modern art. The examination of both Heartney and Dunning assisted me in the 

development of time-tropes as evidenced strongly in the late-phase collages and 

paintings of this research. I also discuss Fredric Jameson and his theorising on 

pastiche. This assisted me in determining appropriate objects/symbols, whose 

original GW meaning have been lost, being repurposed across the one hundred 

year hiatus between event and commemoration. 

In Chapter Three I discuss the development of the paintings and my decisions for 

generating picturing strategies. In the analysis of the work, I discuss the key 

methods I used in the studio such as collage, drawing, and photography for the 

production of preparatory studies for painting. 
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In the final chapter I detail the research conclusions and outcomes, importantly 

proposing that the collage based methodologies I employed have enabled a 

conflation of private and public memory narratives of the Great War.  

In the Postscript, I analyse a late-stage research painting and discuss how this 

work is indicative of ways objects may be selected, or invented, for use as 

compositional props in future post PhD painting. The exegesis concludes with 

appendices, including a glossary of terms; the transcript of my interview with Dr 

Anthea Gunn (Senior Curator of Art at the Australian War Memorial), 

supplementary writing on the use of painting in the promotion of the master 

narrative in the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac, and additional images of work 

produced for this project that do not appear in the main body of this exegesis. 

The master narrative of Anzac 

The work of historian/theorists Clare Rhoden, Marilyn Lake, James Brown and 

Carolyn Holbrook provided evaluations of the current politicisation of Anzac and 

the ever-increasing role of the AWM’s status as the premier architectural site for 

temporal confirmation of the master narrative of Anzac. Australian historians 

Charles Bean, Patsy Adam-Smith, Gregory Pemberton, Geoffrey Dutton and Joan 

Beaumont are introduced later in this chapter. They have analysed the mythology 

of Anzac and Australian troops involvement in the Great War and provided 

definitions of Anzac characteristics and the ways that these have shaped the 

perception of what it is to be Australian. I also introduce here contemporary 
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Canadian Great War historian Alicia Fahey for her insightful definition of a 

master narrative.  

At the time of the centenary of the Great War, the Anzac story continues to 

operate as an important founding narrative of post-federation Australia. The 

invasion of Turkey by Australian and New Zealand troops (ANZACs)5 on the 

morning of the 25th of April 1915, initiated a legend and myth of the exploits of 

these soldiers, recognised at the time of the centenary of the GW, and described as 

the ‘spirit of Anzac’ (Lake, M 2011). In 2021 ‘Anzac’ is celebrated as an 

aspirational virtue, based on the characteristics of the Anzac soldier (described 

later in this writing), in what it is to be Australian.  

Australian historian Gregory Pemberton argues that ‘the celebration of war and 

military heroism lies at the core of the legitimising rituals of the modern nation 

state of Australia’ (Pemberton, G. 1993). The invasion of Turkey by Anzacs was 

the first time Australian troops (AIF) were initiated in battle, and today this first 

act of war represents a ‘birth-of-a-nation’ narrative for the then 14-year-old 

country. Celebrated annually on 25 April, Anzac Day is a nationwide public 

holiday, commemorating the day Australians went ashore at Gallipoli. For 

contemporary Australians across Australia and the world, this is a day of military 

 

5 Refer to Appendix 1 for an explanation on the difference in usage of ANZAC and Anzac.  
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rituals that include dawn services and street marches. Conceived in battle, the 

‘Anzac myth’ is an enduring narrative, promulgated by the AWM.  

In addition to Pemberton’s claim, Great War researcher Clare Rhoden asserts that 

the eulogy delivered by Prime Minister Paul Keating during the burial of the 

Unknown Soldier at the AWM featured the Great War in this version of 

Australian history.6 He declared the War to be ‘the most important foundation act 

of the nation’s modern society’ (Rhoden 2014, p. 274). Rhoden draws a link 

between the announcement at the AWM and the memorial’s role being central to 

the cult of Anzac and its rituals. I propose that this tacitly confirms the AWM’s 

status as the premier architectural site for temporal confirmation of the master 

narrative of Anzac. 

In terms of the impact of the losses of troops, 62,000 dead and 150,000 wounded, 

the Australian Great War historian Joan Beaumont states that the war is 

remembered in Australia for the ‘profound private and public grief it caused; for 

the new sense of national consciousness it created among the Australian 

population—and significantly for the legend of Anzac which it generated’ 

(Beaumont 1995, p. 149):  

The First World War generated the powerful legend of Anzac. For many 

decades, this celebration of the supposed qualities of the Australian 

 

6 The body of the unknown soldier was exhumed from an unmarked grave on the Western Front in 
France in 1993.  
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serviceman7 of the war 1914 – 1918 almost defined the Australian character—

or at least the character of white Australian males. (Beaumont 1995, p. xvii) 

Beaumont assessed these ‘Anzac qualities’ as having their origins in the late 19th 

Century values of ‘egalitarianism, mateship and the importance of the bush in 

defining the Australian character’ (Beaumont 1995, p. xix). She continues her 

argument by declaring that the mythology surrounding Australian troops’ 

involvement in the GW continues through the transmission of the Anzac legend to 

shape the perception of what it is to be Australian. Essentially, she is suggesting 

that there is a master narrative associated with the GW that defines Australian 

people more broadly and is substantially still current. 

Master narratives for the purpose of this research are defined as stories, or truths, 

that provide us with a neat, all encapsulating set-view of events from the past that 

often support interests and values of the state (Fahey 2014, p. 411). This also 

includes valued personal qualities such as valour, stoicism and modesty which can 

be interwoven into the narrative to support it. 

In relation to how the legend of Anzac is transmitted in Australian consciousness 

in the lead up to the war’s centenary, Marilyn Lake (2011, p. 63), in her essay 

‘The Story of Anzac: Mythology, Memory and History’, claims that: 

 

7 These qualities are as follows: being endlessly resourceful, competent in fighting, instinctively 
egalitarian, distrustful of authority, possessing dry humour with a tendency to larrikinism, and, 
above all, loyalty to his mates.  
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the Anzac legend treats all wars and soldiers as one, joined together in the 

unity of national sacrifice. This is the message that the Department of 

Veterans’ Affairs [DVA] and other federal government agencies have been 

active in promulgating since the 1990s, in schools, museums, television 

documentaries, textbooks, websites, and the renovation and construction of 

war memorials […] which casts all [Australian] wars as one seamless, 

undifferentiated event—Australians at War. In this telling […] Australians 

always display the ahistorical virtues of courage, mateship and endurance—

universal virtues paradoxically, mobilised in a distinctively national legend.  

Alicia Fahey’s definition of a master narrative, together with Marilyn Lake’s 

identification of the political arm deployed to ‘promulgate’ the Anzac legend, has 

helped this researcher to examine the role of the AWM in the transmission of the 

master narrative of Anzac. This is also supported by Daniel Sherman who 

observes that: ‘Monuments, as the main feature of commemorative practice, are 

used to channel mourning in the direction that conforms to the dominant 

perceptions of national interest’. (1999, p. 7)  

This GW Anzac master narrative has experienced a resurgence in Australia in 

recent times and its popularity can be traced directly to Prime Minister Robert 

(Bob) Hawke in office from 1983 to 1991. In 1990,8 he visited the Gallipoli 

Peninsula with 52 Gallipoli veterans and, during a speech, implored a group of 

young Australians to breathe new life into the old story and to separate truth from 

 

8 Advisers encouraged Hawke to closely associate himself with the 75th anniversary of the 
Gallipoli Campaign. His Bicentenary speeches had failed to resonate with the public, ‘paralysed as 
they were by Aboriginal resentment and the desire to avoid offending non-British Australians. 
Here was an opportunity to grasp a significant national occasion and turn it to the advantage of the 
Labor Party.’ (Holbrook 2014, p. 175) 
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legend in the by now established master narrative. At the 75-year mark, Hawke 

had unwittingly assessed the ‘legend’ of Anzac to be largely ephemeral and 

spiritual, seemingly having lost its martial origins and military content. Gallipoli 

Campaign relics, and to a lesser extent those from the Western Front, provide the 

‘truth’ legend-elements in the CE of A, as positioned within Hawke’s entreaties. 

The extensive object inventory of the AWM is deployed as the primary empirical 

visualising mechanism in the two-part operation of the master narrative of Anzac. 

The first of the parts is the evidencing of the military credentials of the AIF and 

its association with Anzac, and the second, the indexical evidence of lethal 

violence against the body, caught by objects and uniforms. The latter is a 

recurring narrative in the CE of A, directly addressing Hawke’s political 

imperative to seek truth, here in uncontested, material form.  

The present research draws direct connections with the historical, geographical 

and political conditions unique to the master narrative of Anzac. The objects used 

as evidence in the painting provides the material truth seemingly lost to Anzac’s 

mythical aspect. The Anzac related object-set exhibited in the CE of A has a 

dominant, monologic plot structure which supports the master narrative themes of 

valour, stoicism, heroism and sacrifice. The emerging national characteristics, 

which, so the trope goes, contributed to Australians’ fighting prowess, are also the 

qualities that helped them cope with the privations and horror of industrialised 

warfare.  
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This investigation has identified that important historical narratives relating to the 

unique service characteristics of the Australian Imperial Forces (AIF) are 

understated in the commemorative exhibition. Furthermore, the paintings in the 

exhibition appear limited to historical accounts of battles and military detail. The 

reasons for this are partly addressed in an interview I undertook in 2019 at the 

AWM with Senior Curator of Art, Dr Anthea Gunn, and are discussed in detail in 

‘Part One – The case study and the existential precondition’, below. A complete 

transcript of this interview is attached as Appendix 2. The understated narratives 

that I now go on to identify relate directly to the public memory of the War: the 

circumstances of enlistment in Australia’s all-volunteer army, and its relationship 

to the private memory enlistment story of my grandfather, passed down through 

two generations.  

The Australian War Memorial’s Centenary Exhibition of Anzac 

The exhibition is located within the main building of the Australian War 

Memorial9 in what are known as the First World War Galleries. The exhibition is 

 

9 The design of the AWM is a product of a 1925 international design competition. Two Australian 
architects, John Crust and Emil Sodersteen, were jointly commissioned. According to Professor 
Tom Frame ‘The building was not Charles Bean’s vision of a gleaming temple of white marble in 
the purest possible Greek style […] as the memorial to those that fell in our Thermopylae’ (Ekins 
2016, p. 65), but rather a brooding brown sandstone structure, more in keeping with its 
environment and, I would argue, even more powerfully reflective of its purpose. It is still as Bean 
envisaged, a place of memory, contemplation, study and commemoration. Most importantly, the 
AWM was commissioned as a secular structure. Bitter sectarian divisions over conscription during 
the war contributed to societal fracturing that exists to this day. Commemoration was to be 
essentially secular, a limited ecumenical presence at commemorative events was tolerated but, 
remarkably, the Catholic Church was not invited to attend these ‘services’ until 1962 (Frame 2016 
p.96). 
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advertised as presenting the story of Australia in the First World War, 

chronologically, covering all major theatres: Gallipoli, the Western Front, Sinai 

and Palestine, and the war at sea. The events taking place on the home front, and 

the immediate and enduring legacy of the war are included also. 

On entering the main building, one turns left into the Orientation Gallery to begin 

engaging with the CE of A. Firstly, you are met by an attendant asking if you 

need assistance, information concerning a relative that fought in the war, or a 

place in one of the regular tours conducted by volunteer guides. Immediately, one 

is confronted with a bullet-riddled Pinnace,10 which implies the landing by 

ANZAC forces at Gallipoli on the morning of 25 April 1915. 

On adjacent walls are located glass cabinets containing various relics from the 

Great War, including parts of the AIF uniform and weaponry; all appear damaged 

or showing signs of wear. At the entrance to the main First World War Galleries, 

adjacent walls contain the first of the dioramas, originally constructed in the 

1920s and refurbished in the lead up to the 2014–18 centenary. As the exhibition 

is structured chronologically, the first diorama is of the attack at Lone Pine 

against Turkish defenders by the AIF in early August 1915. Adjacent to this is 

George Lambert’s epic painting The Landing, and a glass cabinet containing three 

 

10 A small boat with sails and/or several oars, launched from a warship or other large vessel.  
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life-size mannequins, one dressed in an Australian uniform, another dressed in a 

New Zealand uniform, and the third a Turkish uniform. 

  

Significantly, the Australian is wearing a British field cap, not the ubiquitous 

slouch hat synonymous with the GW digger and Anzac legend of contemporary 

times. The New Zealander wears a peaked broad-brimmed hat, known 

colloquially as a ‘lemon squeezer’ with a red puggaree. The New Zealand jacket 

is tailored to form-fit, contrasting the distinctively utilitarian, voluminous, skirted 

Australian jacket, loosely modelled on the Norfolk hunting jacket of Edwardian 

England. The New Zealand uniform is similar to the British uniform in its dark-

khaki, contrasting the lighter ‘drab’ khaki of the Australian uniform. The New 

Zealand uniform sports a stiff, high British-style collar, brass buttons and unit 

insignia, in contrast to the Australian soft collared, cellulose or plaited leather 

buttoned version, completed with felt battalion colour patches. These 

distinguishing details are important in the ways that the AIF uniform is deployed 

in subjects for both collage and painting in the research. What may be considered 

trivial details are introduced in this research to highlight tacit historical facts, 

Figure 3 Orientation Gallery, CE of A. 

Image credit: M Nay 

Figure 4 Gallipoli pinnace, CE of A.  

Image credit: M Nay 
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broadening the exhibition details of the current narrative-form of the CE of A. 

This strategy serves to demystify the signs and signifiers of distinctive and unique 

details shared by both public and private memory categories in the Australian 

service experience of the GW.  

Continuing into the exhibition and to the left is the second gallery, containing 

dioramas, and table and wall vitrines relating to the events of 1916, predominantly 

Western Front trench warfare. Subsidiary narratives in this gallery deal with the 

Australian Light Horse and the Desert Campaign, and the defence of the Suez 

Canal. George Lambert’s The Charge of the Third Light Horse at Beersheba is 

the feature painting made in support of home front efforts to aid the war.  

The dominant theme in this gallery is the role of Australian Forces in the British 

Somme Offensive. The harsh winter of 1916–17 is presented visually in a diorama 

of the snow-covered battlefield in Australia’s major offensive against the 

Hindenburg Line at Bullecourt, France in April 1917. Objects, mostly diaries, 

bibles, medals, mementos and similar—damaged, likely recovered from 

battlefields—and war materials, including personal items, are routinely used in 

support of the dioramas and the narrative lines. 
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The penultimate stage of the exhibition covers 1917, the year Australians suffered 

their worst casualties. Passchendaele (the Third Battle of Ypres) accounted for the 

most deaths of any single battle in the war. The photographs of the devastation, 

particularly the treacherous conditions of the battlefield, have helped shape public 

memory of the Western Front. 

 

  

Large display-walls show photographs of Australian troops at the front on a 

continuous loop. Supporting these looped images are the random sounds of shell 

Figure 5 Three uniforms, CE of A. 

Image credit: M Nay 
 Figure 6 Lone Pine diorama, CE of A. Image credit: M Nay 

Figure 7 War-damaged objects, 

CE of A. Image credit: M Nay 
Figure 8 Photographic looped image, CE of A.  

Image credit: M Nay 
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explosions, minus the few preceding seconds of the terrifying screams of the 

incoming rounds. The occasional distinctive rat-a-tat of the Lewis machine gun 

opens up in short bursts, together with sudden shouting voices with distinctly 

Australian accents. In this gallery is located the diorama of the defence of 

Dernancourt on 28 March 1918, and the vitrine tableau of General Harold 

‘Pompey’ Elliot, a popular leader in the AIF. It is toward the end of this gallery 

that is found a grouping of four paintings whose subjects are related to 1918 

themes of typically Australian experiences: a view of the Somme Valley by 

Arthur Streeton, an exhausted four-year veteran by Charles Wheeler, a post-battle 

scene by George Bell, and an atmospheric battlefield scene with a late-war Mark 

IV British tank by Will Longstaff. The final diorama in the series visualises the 

battle of Mont Saint-Quentin, July–August 1918. This diorama is the central piece 

in the ‘1918, The Year of Victory’ phase of the exhibition. This battle is popularly 

considered to be the greatest military achievement of the war and the last major 

engagement by Australians in 1918. During the battle Australian troops stormed, 

seized and held the key site of Mont Saint-Quentin, a pivotal German defensive 

position on the line of the Somme River. 

From here, the visitor is led towards an austere commemorative exiting room, 

sombrely lit and with a recording of a sentimental song being sung by a young 

girl. Viewers are encouraged here to reflect, as they prepare to leave, on the death, 

wounding and loss sustained by Australians throughout the war. On the 

surrounding walls are glass cabinets containing photographs of the wounded and 

disfigured, medals and case study stories of individual families that sustained 
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crippling losses; then, like the returning soldiers filing down from their transports, 

visitors exit the exhibition.  

 

 

 

 

The overall sense for having visited the exhibition is of engagement in a largely 

historical and factual exposé of Australia’s involvement in the Great War. Many 

interactive elements, such as push-buttons, further enhance details and augment 

the light and sound (son et lumière) strategy that helps engage and focus a visit to 

the exhibition. Attempts have been made to associate painting with themed areas; 

a mingling of art with dioramas and the arrangement of material minutiae of battle 

with the enormity of struggle and loss. 

There is a sense of there being ‘something for everyone’, as imagined by a 

committee. The aim appears to be to provide a chronological, linear tick-box of 

factual information, categorised, prosaic; a non-offensive display of objects that 

reveal the facts of war, not the heart of war. In summary, the Centenary 

Exhibition of Anzac attempts to bring together historical narrative, supported by 

art and object elements, in a sophisticated, contemporary, state-of-the-art exhibit. 

Figure 9 Exhibition galleries, CE of A. 

Image credit: M Nay 

Figure 10 Pompey Elliot, CE of A.  

Image credit: M Nay 
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Its focus is the factual, historically-supported events, constructed from 

observations by participants, correspondents and historians, evidenced by vast 

repositories of archival documents and material. The influence of Charles Bean11, 

the Official Great War Historian, is powerfully evident in the carefully crafted 

themes—his themes located in a building of his vision and his core strategy: the 

facts, historical veracity, lead to understanding and are thus starting points for 

reflection and commemoration. However, being a student of Australian war and 

social history, an artist educator, and a descendent of witnesses and victims of this 

war, I am sensitive to the narrative voids, understating and fig-leafing of historical 

facts at this site of memory. I would argue that the immutable characteristics of 

much of this exhibition, present in the paintings, vitrines and tableaux, add to the 

inertia of the dynamic of memory-categories in the hiatus between the GW and its 

centenary commemoration.  

Identifying narrative understatements in the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac 

The AWM contains a vast collection of material from the GW curated into an 

extensive exhibition via combinations of objects, artwork and signage. In 

searching the exhibition for indications of the peculiar service narratives unique to 

the Australian (AIF) experience, and those specifically that intersect my 

 

11 Charles Bean was Australia’s Official War Historian of the GW. The AWM was his vision, 
conceived during the war. He oversaw its construction into the 1920s, and influenced the 
philosophy of its curatorial decision-making from its inception and into the 21st Century.  
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grandfather’s and great uncles service, I considered fundamental and foundational 

details missing, or understated. I detail here what I believe to be the relevant 

understatements and narrative intervals in the CE of A, and (their) relationship to 

the private memory stories and object inventory used in painting to facilitate the 

re-envisioning aspect of this research. For example, a white feather (Figure 11) is 

exhibited without an explanation of it as an emotive symbol of cowardice. The 

phenomenon of relentless and aggressive handing-out of white feathers during the 

Great War to men on the street, not in uniform, and appearing to be of serving 

age, continued up to the signing of the Armistice in 1918.12 The use of a white 

feather in the collages and paintings derived from this research symbolises 

familial service, drawing attention to and visualising the common enlistment story 

of my grandfather.  

  

 

12 William Howarth, when in France in 1916, sent envelopes containing crushed head lice to those 
in Australia who had given him white feathers in the lead up to his enlistment. The effect of ‘white 
feather assault’ on his motivation to volunteer may never be known. 

Figure 11 White feather, CE of A.  

Image credit: M Nay 
Figure 12 Anzac Leave rosette, CE of A.  

Image credit: M Nay 
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Similarly, there is no explanation in the signage at the exhibition of the historical 

significance of the Anzac leave rosette (Figure 12). The Anzac leave rosette was 

issued to a select group of soldiers in the AIF late in 1918. These men had enlisted 

in 1914 and had served overseas continuously. These ‘originals’ were granted 

leave in Australia from September 1918. The rosette was to be worn on both 

shoulders of the uniform when on leave in Australia. This colourful symbol 

identified men as original 1914 volunteers. The white feather assault on 

Australian streets reached fever pitch by late 1918, to the point that being in 

uniform did not exempt a man from accusations of shirking service ‘at the front’ 

and being handed a white feather. The contrast of bright colour patches on khaki, 

worn on two sides, was designed for high visibility and early identification to fend 

off an assault by a white feather zealot.13 The Anzac leave rosette is used in 

painting as a symbol of volunteerism. Furthermore, being a colourful element, it 

was designated a dual role: shape and colourful optical device, and tensioning in 

its role as a compositional punctum. 

Identifying narrative intervals in the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac 

Narrative omissions in the CE of A identified by me include: the role of women 

on the home-front, the mutiny by Australian Battalions late in the war, and the 

statistically high prevalence of venereal disease in the AIF. 

 

13 This narrative is a critical element in the vexed history of volunteerism and conscription in 
Australia, originating in the GW and echoing into WWII and, most contentiously, the Vietnam 
War of the 1960s and ‘70s.  
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Missing, too, is a special or feature exhibit in the CE of A to highlight the unique 

feature of Australian service in the GW: that Australia provided exclusively 

volunteer soldiers from the beginning to the end of the war. No other combatant 

country in the GW has this distinction. Many countries provided volunteer forces 

at the beginning of the war, but all except Australia finished the war with 

conscripts. In explaining the relationship shared by Australia and New Zealand in 

the Anzac alliance, no reference is made to New Zealand fielding both volunteers 

and conscripts in this war. That Australians would volunteer to fight after 1915, 

when it was understood that death or injury was a likely consequence of this 

decision, is key to the critique of the CE of A and is the significant narrative 

element in my private memory of this war for this research. 

Nowhere in the CE of A is it mentioned that the helmet, symbolic of the War, was 

not issued to Australian troops at Gallipoli. It was only on arrival in France in 

early 1916 that Australian soldiers were issued with steel helmets. My paintings 

use the symbols of the British field cap, Brodie helmet and distinctive Australian 

slouch hat to identify the passage of time through the issuing of headwear across 

the four years of the war, and to distinguish service on the Western Front, in 

France. The inclusion of various AIF headwear reveals two things in the painting: 

firstly, the role of the Fair Dinkums in this second phase of the war, and their 

service in France (my forebears were Fair Dinkums). Secondly, the steel helmet is 

a mutable object in painting referring to a later phase, after Gallipoli, to service on 

the western front, and to its futility in thwarting the lethal head injury my great 

uncle received. 
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Also missing from the CE of A is an explanation of the difference between the 

medal sets awarded to the AIF, indicating years-of-service timeframes during the 

War. The later medal set was awarded to the ‘Fair Dinkums’,14 including my 

forebears. The medal set is used in compositions generally as a fragment of ribbon 

or medal, or as a reconstructed, collaged element, simultaneously revealing the 

front and back of the two medals.  

Augmenting existing themes with these additional narratives, situated hitherto 

peripheral, ex-centric stories, with those at the AWM. The significance of this 

proposition lies in the production of paintings that provided a response to the 

consequences of the GW for the lives of contemporary Australians.  

The case study and the existential precondition: Australia in the Great War 
at the Australian War Memorial 

The case study for this investigation of memory and memorialising is the 

Centenary Exhibition of Anzac, the simulacrum of the War at the AWM. An 

important aspect of this project was the process of habitual visits to the AWM, 

deciphering signs, identifying traces of historical information relating to my 

forebears’ service, making deductions, and patching together reconstructions from 

snippets and fragments of evidence. The clues that formed my starting points are, 

for the most part, traces of my own past, and the images and memories associated 

with them. The sources include private family photographs, legacy objects, stills 

 

14 Terms used by Australian troops to distinguish the troops who enlisted before the Gallipoli 
Campaign and after are defined in the Glossary of Military terms in Appendix 1.  
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from public films, official war photography, paintings, and relics originally 

collected from the battlefields of the Great War. 

In dealing with public memory in this investigation of Anzac, I introduce the 

Australian War Memorial as the premier public memorial of the Great War in 

Australia. The Centenary Exhibition of Anzac is a significant milestone; after a 

hundred years, all primary participants have passed away. Further, I belong to the 

last generation to have had living familial contact with participants in this war. As 

the memorial is always experienced in-the-present from the perspective of a 

current generation, it could be understood that its tacit function is the powerful 

transmission of the interpretation of war and its meaning for Australians over the 

course of time. Within the context of this project, the AWM is positioned between 

past and future, between temporality and history—the centenary moment, and the 

years immediately following it. Beyond 2018, the AWM continues to create 

controversy as a result of its planned extensions, demolitions and refurbishments. 

The speculative nature and themes of future exhibitions has generated discussions 

about selective histories, sanitised narrative, and the maintenance of Charles 

Bean’s original remit for the AWM—to function as a museum, commemorative 

site, and archive. The recently published Brereton Report casts light on war 

crimes allegedly perpetrated on Afghan prisoners of war and civilians by 

Australian special forces between 2005 and 2016. A recent 600-object exhibition 

at the AWM, From the Shadows: Australia’s Special Forces (18 October to 9 

September 2018), has drawn public attention to the AWM, and challenged its 

reluctance to acknowledge atrocity in its representations of Australians at war. 
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Paradoxically, Bean, the initiator of the AWM and author of the official 

Australian war history of the GW, recounts many incidents of atrocity against 

surrendering foes and prisoners of war. There is no visual representation of 

atrocity in official paintings of the GW, or in exhibits in the CE of A.  

Within the context of this research, a select group of artists provided valuable 

background on the Great War (WW1 1914 -1918). Jon Kudelka created a cartoon 

that conflates the cynical public mood about the awarding of $498 million for 

extensions and refurbishment of the AWM and the potential omission of 

representations of war crimes despite the findings of the Brereton Report. (Figure 

13). In 2020, a group of Special Air Service Troopers were issued with Show 

Cause notices in relation to crimes, including murder, committed against Afghan 

prisoners of war and civilians. Investigations continue with trials pending at the 

time of writing— January 2021.  

 

 Figure 13 Jon Kudelka, The First Casualty, 24 October 2020 
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The public memory trajectory of the Anzac legend, originating during the GW, 

and its ‘birth-of-a-nation’ myth narrative, has been relatively untouched by artists, 

principally painters, since the time of the history painting commissions by the 

Australian War Memorial’s Official War Art Scheme (OWAS) of the 1920s. 

Researching this phenomenon I conducted an interview with Dr Anthea Gunn, 

Senior Curator of Art at the AWM. She explained that:  

Modernist interpretation wasn’t on the table for the Official War Art 

Scheme. Australian art wasn’t ready given the conservative nature of art at 

the time. Here, [at the AWM,] it was always intended to be a museum, it 

wasn’t going to pull punches about what war was or that it was going to be 

sentimental or purely commemorative, it was meant to be a collection that 

tries to convey to people Bean’s15 principle that through understanding 

people could actually commemorate […] (See Appendix 2 p.3)  

Dr Gunn further discussed how, only by understanding the terrible nature of war, 

one could commemorate what it was that service people had done. By exhibiting 

historical details, curators could convey the aspects of service life, its privations, 

and some idea of the nature of service during war time. Dr Gunn also commented 

on the ‘very conservative’ nature of curatorship—its themes and styles in the 

period during, and after, the GW.  

 

15 Charles Bean was Australia’s Official War Historian of the GW. The AWM was his vision, 
conceived during the war. He oversaw its construction into the 1920s, and influenced the 
philosophy of its curatorial decision-making from its inception and into the 21st Century.  
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Dr Gunn indicates that Bean’s principle, (that) through understanding people 

could in effect commemorate, is a foundational and an enduring curatorial ideal at 

the AWM. In accepting that this is the way things are at the AWM, the paintings 

produced in this research offer a form of visual expression for one of many 

alternative and peripheral narratives about the Great War.  

The CE of A is located within the AWM in the museum wing. The exhibition 

draws on the memorial’s archive for objects and on historical narrative for its 

curatorial structuring. In addition, the mood-intensifying aspects of the shrine 

section of the memorial, including technologies for sound and light, provide a 

phantasmagorical enhancement for the exhibition. The final part of the exhibition 

includes photos and other memorabilia of wounded soldiers and memories 

associated with the war. These artefacts are arranged in vignettes highlighting 

several case studies of families who lost multiple family members through death 

and injury, entreating responses of residual grief from the trauma of war 

materialise from the use of multifarious trope-categories of the War, such as 

physical injury and shell shock trauma. Though concessions to trauma and grief 

have been attempted here, the bias of history and fact curated into the CE of A 

draws the consequences of residual trauma back to the event itself. Little in the 

final gallery indicates post-memory, or even the historical consequences of 

unresolved and simmering societal tensions originating in the Great War, erupting 

in such events as the heated debates in the 1960s and ‘70s concerning conscription 

for overseas service during the Vietnam War. While no doubt a result of the 

limitations of the scope and scale of the CE of A, it was part of the impetus for 
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this research project, providing the opportunity for a studio-led response that 

augmented the exhibition at the AWM.  

In outlining the term post-memory, used in this writing, I describe it as a form of 

memory after-memory—in the absence of a primary witness to trauma. I 

introduce here the GW theorists Martin Löschnigg and Marezna Sokolowska-

Paryż, and their research into The Great War in post-memory literature and film, 

The hyphenated usage of the term comes from Marzena Sokolowska-Paryż and 

Martin Löschnigg’s work The Great War in Post-memory Literature and Film 

(2014). This term is commonly used to describe a particular form of inherited 

trauma visited on the descendants of survivors of the Holocaust. However, I use it 

to refer to trauma memory associated with war more broadly. I discuss this, and 

its influence on the paintings for this research, at length in Chapter Two.  

James Brown (2014, p. 11), in his work ANZAC’s Long Shadow: The Cost of Our 

National Obsession, notes that:  

In a little over 100 years, we have so dramatically transformed our conception 

of what happened at ANZAC Cove on the 25 April 1915 that the men who 

clawed their way up those steep hills would not recognise themselves in the 

images we have created of them. 
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The public memory trajectory of the Anzac legend, originating during the GW, 

and its birth-of-a-nation narrative, has filtered through a 100-year prism of nation 

state building. As a result, the celebration of war has contributed to the Anzac 

‘cult’ of contemporary times—the AWM operates as the civic cathedral of the 

Australian State. This particular focus was apparent during commemorative 

events held between 2014 and 2018. The CE of A was considered the premier 

showcase event in Australia’s four-year cycle commemoration of the GW.  

The legend of Anzac in contemporary times could arguably be described as 

indefinable, capricious, and in a constant state of change. It is comprised of 

different narratives—political, fictional, historical. In its visual representation at 

the AWM, it remains resistant to reassessment, fixed in history and couched in the 

names of battles. 

Figure 14 Carpark poster at the AWM.  

Image credit: M Nay  
Figure 15 Map of the CE of A layout (highlighted in 

pink) within the AWM 
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The absence of the use of the Great War Anzac ‘digger’ pejorative in modern 

Australian identity seems consistent with Anzac’s contemporary acceptance of 

peoples and ideologies it formerly excluded. An example of this is found in recent 

Anzac Day marches: non-military organisations and children with multicultural 

heritage marching for those whose memory is now celebrated in terms that are 

anti-Imperial and in general anti-war. This discussion aids the reader in 

understanding the transcendent power of Anzac.  

The body of work produced for this PhD grapples with the complexities of a post-

memory, and painterly exploration of expressions of public trauma distilled 

largely from a historical archive. Intersecting this is the exploration of the 

complex aestheticization of first-hand, intergenerational inter-relationships and 

family secrets; the painting arguably ‘wearing’ trauma more explicitly than my 

taciturn grandfather who experienced it directly.  

The two-phase service of Australian Imperial Forces during the Great War 

Australia provided volunteer personnel from the beginning to the end of the War. 

Late enlistment was a profound commitment, given that two referenda urging 

conscription were defeated in Australia in late 1916 and early 1917. ‘Fair 

Dinkums’ were generously received at the front by ‘Dinkum Aussies’, also known 

as ‘Originals’. To fight alongside volunteers, as opposed to conscripts, lifted the 

confidence of the veteran soldiers, who felt that in previous years of fighting they 
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had been let down by inferior conscript armies.16 Patsy Adam-Smith, in her 

landmark work The ANZACS, describes the conditions of enlistment thus: 

By June 1915, when 10,000 Australian casualties had been announced, the 

cost of nationhood had begun to be felt. It would worsen; the casualty lists 

would sicken; and fidgety nervous groups would hang around the notice 

boards in the cities to see the casualty lists pinned as they were received, and 

murmur in anger as they searched for names they knew (Adam-Smith 1978, 

p. 164). 

This distinction between Dinkum Aussies and Fair Dinkums is a gap I perceive in 

the historical narrative in the CE of A, and an aspect of the war I have addressed 

in the paintings. A project aim was to augment the current narrative via the use of 

object signs specifically the use of the two campaign medals awarded for service 

between 1916 and 1918, as opposed to the three medals awarded to Dinkum 

Aussies. My grandfather and great uncle were both Fair Dinkums. They do not 

enjoy the prestige and status of having served at Gallipoli, which, by centenary 

standards, locates their GW service as peripheral.17  

In contextualising the relationship between the exhibition, memory, and painting, 

I undertook a survey of relevant narrative painting since 1914. This includes 

 

16 Throughout the war, positions hard-won by Australians at great cost of life were sometimes lost 
by allied units, sent to relieve the exhausted Australians, and always made up of conscripts, only to 
have to be re-won by Australian’s again at a further (unnecessary) cost. Fair Dinkums were 
considered principled, motivated and good soldiers by the Dinkum Aussies in the trenches. 
Australians weighed up the risks of service overseas and continued to volunteer without being 
compelled to by an act of parliament.  
17 Please refer to Appendix 1 for a fuller definition of the distinction between these medal-sets.  
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official commissioned paintings of the War, and paintings by those that followed, 

whose work taps the psychological trauma of the aftermath of that War and its 

impact on social and interpersonal relationships. Included in this survey was a 

visit to the Aftermath exhibition at the Tate Britain in London (2018). This 

exhibition featured European painters whose work explored new imagery and new 

ways of making art in their response to the experience of the Great War. 

Furthermore, their subjects reflect a culture of remembrance, visualising the 

violence of modern ordnance against human flesh and minds—these issues are set 

against the contrasting backdrops of fractured societal narrative and the serene, 

‘return to order’18 landscapes. This response by artists of and to the War, appears 

to be a primarily European phenomenon. I have uncovered no paintings by 

Australians with similar themes to their European counterparts’ in the official 

commissioning scheme for the Great War in my examination of the genre. A 

number of aftermath paintings have been collected by the AWM outside the 

Official War Art Scheme. I note here Will Longstaff’s painting Menin Gate at 

Midnight 1927, the Gallipoli series made by Sir Sidney Nolan in 1955 A single 

post-impressionist study by Grace Cossington-Smith, Reinforcement Troops 

Marching (1917) is in the collection of the Art Gallery of New South Wales. 

Carolyn Holbrook in her work ANZAC, The Unauthorised Biography (2014) 

 

18 Return to order refers to a revisiting of old approaches that took realism in new directions, 
including the rendering of everyday life with clarity and precision. The return to order 
phenomenon was a repudiation of the chaotic economic and social conditions of post-war Europe, 
brought on by the cataclysm of total war. 
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refers to this creative void and paralysis in the years following 1918 in Australia 

as an ‘historiographical interregnum’ (Holbrook 2014, p. 5). My examination of 

Australian aftermath painting in this investigation deals with work produced in the 

years immediately following the War. In completing the contextual frame in 

Chapter Two, I discuss specific GW-related paintings, and contemporary work 

addressing cultural memory, immediate experience and compositional issues 

affecting narrative painting. 

Explicating the modernist void in Australian war painting of the Great War 

This research draws from and contributes to the field of modernist and 

contemporary war art. The investigation examined the GW themes of violence 

against the mind and body, its impact on the witness soldiers, and the generations 

affected by post-memory trauma as a result of the Great War, specifically as 

represented in the work of Otto Dix and Stanley Spencer. These artists reflected 

and applied modernist styles, generally as first-hand witnesses to the War, or 

certainly in response to societal and intergenerational trauma. Paintings by the 

Australian Helen Johnson (2000) in part examine her own relationship to a history 

premised on exclusion and brutalisation. These works were informative in the 

linking of history with subjectivity.  

Furthermore, the research also references artists whose work explores post-

generational trauma in private and public memory and historiographic 

metafiction, with a specific focus on Jeremy Deller, Paul Gross, Christian 

Boltanski, Kader Attia,Kai Althoff, Chapman Brothers and Köken Ergun. Each of 
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these artists addresses either trauma to the body, indexicality, representations of 

transmitted cultural and private trauma, or all three. Painters for whom collage is a 

key pictorial strategy include Ron Kitaj and Helen Johnson. I discuss the work of 

David Salle, who intentionally evokes the narrative tradition while simultaneously 

undermining it. His pop-style paintings are fractured, collage-like compositions 

that fail to cohere, submitting that it is up to the viewer to make sense of their 

relationships. An examination of the work of Australian contemporary painter 

Ben Quilty, witness to war through the AWM’s Official War Art Scheme, 

provides a diametric contemporary fillip to the unique research aims of this 

project. 

A primary methodology for re-envisioning the master narrative of Anzac was to 

evaluate the service narratives of my familial witnesses. I compiled repositories of 

objects and related contextual spaces, then, through the process of collage, 

conflated elements of both private and public together in compositions. My 

primary methods for the collection of visual resources were photography, drawing 

and collage. In studio testing, these methods provided compositional element-

shards used in collaging for the making of preparatory studies for painting. I 

developed ‘bifurcation’ and ‘collage to paint to collage in painting’ as suitable 

strategies for creating the basis of compositions for painting. Bifurcation is a 

technique whereby several images of a single object are divided by cutting and 

tearing before being collaged into a single image made up of simultaneous aspects 

of the original object. ‘Collage to paint to collage in painting’ is a methodology 

which progressed the dynamic of collaging, including bifurcation, into the late 
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stage painting phase. Objects painted on smaller formats, incentivised by 

preparatory collages, were excised from their original support—located, and 

subsequently, collaged onto both developing and completed paintings. The 

practice of collage informed the compositional planning for painting and decision-

making for painting beyond the initial transfer of the collage reference. The 

fracturing process of collage is analogous to the project aims of finding new 

configurations to challenge original meaning. Redeploying subjects this way is 

fast and direct, in contrast to the slower process of building material-density in 

painting with slow-drying oil paint.  

My research has unearthed a compelling explanation as to why, unlike European 

artists, Australian painters were inclined not to harness international modernist 

styles to depict commissioning themes in their painting of the GW. In his key 

work The Innovators (1986), Geoffrey Dutton sheds light on the resistance to, and 

the lack of take-up of, modernist styles in Australian art, particularly painting, in 

the two decades following the War. He writes that ‘on the 15th of September 1931, 

the Brisbane Daily Telegraph printed the following news item: “Australian art is 

free from the blight of modernism”.’ Dutton continues: ‘blight meant nothing less 

than the mainstream of European, particularly French art: Picasso, Matisse, 

Braque […] even Gauguin was more than dubious.’ The Lindsay brothers, Lionel 

and Norman, and J S MacDonald19 would likely have agreed with this equation of 

 

19 Lionel Lindsay (1874–1961) was a trustee of the Art Gallery of New South Wales. He was 
knighted in 1941 and published Addled Art in 1942. Norman Lindsay was one of the most prolific, 
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modernism with sickness. It was also a sickness imported from overseas. Dutton 

concludes that, if they had had their way, ‘there would have been a quarantine 

station for new ideas which would have kept Australia pure’ (Dutton 1986, p. 15) 

The powerful and influential voices of the Lindsay’s and MacDonald agreed that 

there was to be ‘nothing ugly or dirty’ (Dutton 1986, p. 15). This reaction was in 

part to the traumas inflicted by the Great War; MacDonald had been wounded at 

Gallipoli on 26 April 1915. Almost accidentally in Australia, there was a recoil 

against the dislocations and excesses of experimental modernism, with a 

fortuitous continuance of a landscape genre that had avoided disruption as a 

consequence of war. Ironically, there was no groping towards some sense of 

order, or ‘strength through joy’ in Australian painting post-1918 (Dutton 1986, p. 

16). The ‘Return to Order’ phenomena of post-war Europe, as seen in Britain, 

France and Germany, was a direct repudiation of the immense trauma inflicted on 

all sides, and demonstrated in a shift from avant-garde artistic values to a search 

for reassurance and stability in tradition.  

Important for the searching and development of a representational style suitable in 

the transfer of collage imagery to painting in this project was a recognition and 

appreciation of the shift from the fragmentation of the body and space of pre-GW 

synthetic cubism to painted images that conveyed a comparative sense of order. 

 

popular and influential artists of his generation (1879–1969). J S MacDonald. (1878–1952) was 
Director of the National Art Gallery of New South Wales. 
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This reaction against the catastrophic impact of modern warfare resulted in a 

general retreat from the geometric and mechanised forms associated with Cubist 

and Vorticist styles from before the war. These artists included Georges Braque, 

André Derain and Pablo Picasso. 

The return to order represented more than just a return to traditional practices. 

Instead, painters took realism in new directions, often aligning it with concepts of 

national identity. This dimension of the Return to Order phenomenon was 

influential in strategising subjects in my painting, to communicate a distinctive 

Australian-ness which reflects the unique grief tropes of the Australian GW 

experience. As a result of embracing the temporal, spatial, emotional and cultural 

narrative of the Anzac phenomenon, the paintings produced in this research aim to 

define and evidence a moment in history which addresses the profound, 

intergenerational memory-legacy of the cataclysm that was the Great War. 

To underline the importance of the prevailing xenophobic mood in Australia 

towards international modernist styles and its impact in creating a ‘gap in the 

field’ for this research, I refer again to Dutton. He claims the ‘unholy alliance’ 

between the prejudices of the Lindsay’s and J S MacDonald, and the authority of 

the wowsers, led to a view of art as having a social context which was far from 

the original Lindsay/MacDonald intention of keeping art pure. By extension, this 

explains, to some extent, why there was little modernist painting employed or 

displayed at the AWM, as vested interests were vehemently opposed to 

modernism. In addition, Dutton, asserts that there was an element of ‘wowserism’, 
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xenophobia and antisemitism in sections of the art community.20 He believed that, 

beneath the surface, there may have been a wave of ‘that protectionism’ that has 

been so basic to Australian colonial and post-colonial history: ‘If the Jew modern 

art peddlers were kept out, then the market would be free for the homemade 

product’ (Dutton 1986, p. 16). This demonstrates a certain level of prejudice 

inherent in the community, which might have influenced the AWM’s selection of 

styles of painting, and by whom, even down to the individuals represented and 

themes associated with them—especially as General John Monash, Commander 

of the Australian Corps in 1918, was of both Jewish and Germanic extraction. It 

may be that this too fed the prevailing antisemitism of the time.  

Part Two: Object inventory, symbolism and allegory 

As I will outline in Chapter Two, I acquired and deployed specific objects in 

paintings to recall memories, contribute re-imaginings, and to stand in for an 

event or person. Importantly, painting revealed the signified nature of a sign and 

its new meaning in this research space. Further to this, I discuss the influence of 

Roland Barthes’ theories on ideological signs, whether denotative sign systems or 

connotative. Connotative signs are ones that have lost their historical meaning, 

likely due to changes in culture or terminology or events. The use of the 

connotative sign was a successful strategy in the deployment of objects in 

 

20 Dutton (1986) indicates that some of the anti-Semitism was allied to the sentiments of White 
Australia. He suggests that it was based on a naïve nationalism, in which a pure, British Australia, 
in its healthy, neutral setting, unpolluted by European crimes, would produce true beauty in art and 
life. 
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composition, particularly in the bifurcating process of collage and the resultant 

transmogrification of signs to reflect my interest in mutability.  

Methods 

Antecedents: Apprising and imbuing allegorical delivery 

Everything had broken down […] new things had to be made from fragments 

[…] new art forms out of the remains of a former culture. (Elderfield 1985, p. 

12)  

My use of collage as a picturing strategy was analogous with the reconstructing of 

subjects and narratives from the fragmentation found in the detritus of the 

violence of industrial war. I acknowledge the precedence of collage in European 

art practice in the early 20th Century, particularly the relevance of the German 

Dadaists such as Hannah Hoch and John Heartfield. These artists embraced 

collage to make pointed juxtapositions of images that contested the way the War 

was being remembered. As a making strategy with an established mnemonic 

standing, collage confirmed itself as a pre-eminent method that, together with 

photography and drawing, would feature in the methodological hypothesis of this 

project. Indicatively, collage generated associations from the image content 

amassed in the inventory of objects and the storylines of my ex-centric familial 

characters. Subject elements from the past and the present were juxtaposed and 

jammed together in a ‘fight and settling’ strategy, acknowledging the likely 

impossibility of painting to create a neat narrative about the unresolved and 

contested narrative of Anzac.  
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I introduce here Craig Owens’ theory that the postmodern version of narrative is a 

form of allegory. I discuss this theory and expand on how palimpsest, as a making 

strategy, allowed for infinite layering of meaning in developing the collages, 

drawings and paintings for this project. In support of Owens’ theories I introduce 

also Roland Barthes theories on ideological signs, denotative sign systems, and 

connotative signs. This was particularly useful for decisions making concerning 

the selection of objects for composition in collages and painting.  

Allegorical painting was the primary compositional approach, addressing subjects 

in an otherwise resistant hegemonic narrative, and in a post-modern context is ‘the 

layering of meaning via the use of the palimpsest’ (Owens 1980 p. 204). This 

painterly investigation facilitated the testing and deployment of this theory, and is 

supported by an investigation into collage-generated work in the late modernist 

collage and allegorically incentivised paintings by Ronald Kitaj and Helen 

Johnson.  

Post-memory, trauma and the indexical 

The sources for the ex-centric narratives of this research are drawn from private, 

familial memory that understandably exists outside the limitations of the AWM. 

The project was supported by research into military history, Australian social 

history, historiographic metafiction, trauma, grief, loss, and post-memory. To 

support these trauma memory categories I examine the writing of Lisa Saltzman, 

Joan Gibbons and Marianne Hirsch, which were framing texts for the project. 
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Each of these theorists proposes and defines trauma memory in the work of 

contemporary artists.  

Importantly, Craig Owens’ assertion that the postmodern version of narrative is a 

form of allegory directed my thinking, particularly his writing on the use of 

palimpsest allowing for infinite layering of meaning. Owens states that ‘symbolic 

relationships are not simply one-to-one, but rather, fragmentary, intermittent, and 

chaotic’ (quoted in Heartney 2013, p. 123). These observations align with the 

disjointed workings of memory in the current hegemonic narrative of Anzac.  

In part because of Owens’ theorising, I chose narrative, representational–

allegorical painting as the primary studio approach for painting in the 

investigation. A final destabilising and unsettling strategy has been to explore in 

painting the impossible tasks and thresholds concerning shock, disgust and 

offence faced by museums. The history of painting has fewer taboos in its oeuvre, 

therefore as a painter I did not have these constraints and looked to painters such 

as Otto Dix to help frame subject matter that is discomforting to the viewer. The 

set of paintings that constituted my final body of work dealt with shock and 

offence through subjects and collaging strategies that revealed violence directed at 

the body and psychological trauma in the phenomenon of post-memory.  

Summary 

In summarising Chapter One, I reiterate the project’s aim to introduce private 

memory narratives as a re-envisioning strategy to augment and enrich the public 

memory of Anzac at the time of its centenary. I draw subjects from the 
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intersecting trajectories of private narrative and public narrative to generate 

unsettling subjects unique to this research. Furthermore, the research revealed 

methodologies, derived from testing combinations of various methods, that best 

informed subjects and composition for painting. Intervals and understatements 

exist in the styling of narrative categories in both the exhibition story of ANZAC, 

and in Official War Art Scheme painting chronicles. This hypothesis was 

important in the ways that I deployed painting to address the gap in the field of 

descendent commemorative artwork, in contrast to the hegemonic commissioning 

of work within the institution of the AWM, specifically the paintings used in the 

CE of A. Over the years, exhibitions at the AWM have reflected political and 

social changes in the commemoration of war. The building itself may be 

considered a subjective and transitory space subject to political whim, and at any 

given time, stakeholders may influence the narratives. For example: 

a) In 1993, under the Keating Labor government, a sacred burial chamber was 

constructed at the AWM. It was to be known as the Tomb of the Unknown 

Soldier, and was to contain the remains of an unidentified Australian soldier 

exhumed in France. Only two of the 62,000 dead Australians from this 

conflict were repatriated to Australia—the unknown soldier, and General 

William Bridges, Commander of the AIF, who bled to death at Gallipoli after 

having his femoral artery severed by a Turkish sniper’s bullet.  

b) In 2018, Dr Brendan Nelson, the then Director of the AWM, announced a 

$498m expansion in the week leading up to Armistice Day ‘to Illuminate the 

experiences of currently deployed personnel including peace-keeping/making 
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relief operations’ (Daley 2018, p. 3). Given the remit of the AWM, the 

legitimacy of this has been questioned. 

It is important to note here that this research, although examining history painting 

through the commissioning briefs of the Official War Art Scheme—instigated for 

the GW and held in the collection of the AWM—does not include the making of 

history paintings. Rather, the painting in this research reintroduces the 

marginalised, ex-centric, subordinate ‘service’ narratives and private memory 

subjects revealed via allegorical painting based on the noumena of the Anzac 

legend. The field of Australian Great War painting, and in particular works 

selected for exhibition in the CE of A, is dominated by historical themes for 

reasons this research articulates, precluding subjects of actual physical and 

residual psychological trauma. Furthermore, this research argues the CE of A does 

not wholly transmit or convey aspects of war and societal history that have 

particular resonance in (my) private memory, that more broadly addresses the 

unquestionable violence of war against mind and body in subjects and theme-sets 

that attest unique Australian (AIF) experiences, such as volunteerism. 

In this introductory chapter, I have outlined the aims of the project, providing an 

assessment of its dimensions, specifically its parameters and limitations and an 

explanation of what the investigation sets out to achieve, establishing the frames 

for the research and, importantly, indicating exclusions. I have introduced the 

Australian War Memorial, and specifically its hosting of the Centenary Exhibition 

of Anzac. This exhibition was the case study for this research, providing valuable 

material for collage and painting, including its architectural setting, objects from 
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its collection, and authoritative personnel who made themselves available for 

interview—their first-hand knowledge of this exhibition being gratefully 

appreciated. 

This contribution to the field of Australian war painting submits alternative 

narratives that restate the power of allegory in the production of painting, 

problematising the complex nature of intergenerational trauma. The subjective 

memory trace of the GW considered in this research does not deal with direct 

experience exclusively. By situating pastiche in strategising for the rendering and 

imitating of appropriated GW objects whose presence and purpose is no longer 

evident in our lives, paintings revealed the impossibility of grasping history from 

(its) images. As a consequence, the works produced for this PhD project contrast 

with the fixed, immutable histories of Official War Art painting of the GW by 

capturing the experience of the present and offering alternative stories about the 

GW to those depicted in current representations.  

The restoration and inclusion of marginalised voices in subjects for painting in 

this research may in some way address the disconnect between the unglamorous 

and less savoury nature of the Australian soldier-service experience of the GW 

missing in the master narrative of Anzac. This is a revisionist strategy that, in this 

research, through an engagement with the CE of A, recasts the master narrative by 

aiming to reinterpret the GW and its meaning for Australians after one hundred 

years.   
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Chapter Two: Context 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a theoretical and artistic framework for the project. 

Included are definitions of public and private memory, a survey of significant 

artists, and analyses of key works. The primary field to which this research 

contributes is war painting, specifically Australian war painting.  

I discuss commissioned and non-commissioned Australian painting of the Great 

War highlighting documentary histories by George Lambert. Included in this 

discussion is a non-commissioned painting by Will Longstaff, completed while 

under the psychic influence of a visit to the Belgian town of Ypres. I examine the 

work of contemporary Australian war painter, Ben Quilty. Quilty’s work reflects 

the veer in the commissioning trends of the Australian War Memorial towards the 

documentary capacity of war art. This approach was in contrast to the original 

commissioning briefs of the GW, which insisted on varying degrees of historical 

and factual fidelity.  

The canon of GW Australian war painting includes several paintings that appear 

to be more aberration than school or style. It is the work of European painters 

which addresses the personal experience of trench fighting and the societal impact 

of war sometimes referred to as the aftermath period of the GW. I discuss selected 

paintings by Otto Dix and Stanley Spencer, both of whom were witness 

participants of the GW and adopted the modernist styles of Expressionism (Dix), 

and the 1920s European phenomenon ‘Return to Order’ (Spencer). 
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In supporting the studio testing for an appropriate methodology for the war 

painting of this research, I discuss the work of Helen Johnson, Ron Kitaj, David 

Salle and Kai Althoff. These painters were selected for their use of the picturing 

method collage, and the esoteric theoretical concerns of late modernism and 

postmodernism in the form of pastiche, personal histories and alternative national 

narratives. I discuss their work in terms of fractured and fragmented subjects, 

altered scale-registers in composition, their individual challenges to Renaissance 

perspective, and their pioneering use of allegory for narrative painting in the 21st 

Century.  

Additionally, I discuss theorists and theoretical material relating to contemporary 

studies of the phenomenon of Anzac, Australian social history as a consequence 

of the GW, theories on inherited trauma, and writing that supports the revival of 

allegorical painting. Subsidiary categories to these overarching contextual 

concerns are indexicality, pastiche, and historiographic metafiction.  

These categories are dealt with in relation to choice and representation of subjects, 

the consideration of historical space/time, and the trauma categories that deal with 

private and public memory. Each element of theoretical material will be 

elaborated on in terms of project aims. 

Post-memory and its subsidiary form, intergenerational trauma 

The concept of post-memory is a useful one in my research for foregrounding the 

longevity of the impacts of war. The following theorists engage this broad idea in 

diverse but equally valuable ways.  



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– 52 –  

A key influencing text for this project was Lisa Saltzman’s 2006 work Making 

Memory Matter: Strategies of Remembrance in Contemporary Art. This text 

directed much of the conceptualising of specific memory categories concerning 

strategies of remembrance for the paintings. The contested relationship between 

the roles of history and memory, in an age when any historical statement is 

subject to question, has relevance to research in its critique of contemporary 

memorialising of the GW. Significantly, Saltzman (2006, p. 6) submits that 

memory and visual culture are conjoined in the present, and discusses ‘how and 

why it is that through certain types of visual objects we are able to bear witness 

even if only belatedly and obliquely, to the histories that at once found and 

confounded our identities’.  

Saltzman provided a vitalising claim that emboldened my research aims and 

reinforced representational narrative painting as a way to visualise this research. 

In engaging with the difficult topic of the Holocaust, and in the aftermath of 

Auschwitz, Saltzman writes that painters may have: 

refused figuration as a means of expressing the impossibility of producing 

history paintings […]. Painters have found in painting and its acknowledged 

incapacity, the very possibility of figuring something of their nation’s 

catastrophic history, albeit in vastly different forms and terms. (2006, p.6) 

Saltzman argues the traditionally prepared canvas has continued to function as a 

site for historical if not always also a memorial encounter, ‘at once contesting and 

continuing a painterly tradition that flourished under the foundational figures in a 

history of modernism’. (2006, P. 6). Saltzman claims her interest is in artists who 
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emerged in the aftermath of historical events so catastrophic that history as a 

discursive form may be seen to have reached its limits. These artists engage in the 

impossibility of what it means in the present to represent and thus to know 

history. Furthermore, Saltzman notes that her use of the word ‘history’: 

means to conjure something of the range of experiences and events that 

ground [our] understanding of the past and, in turn, find our relation to the 

present. These events are variously individual or collective, local or national, 

every day or traumatic and are retrieved or resubmitted to the present through 

their reconfiguration in representational visual form. (2006, p.7) 

Her words align with the paintings produced for this PhD project, which grapple 

with personal and public experiences of trauma from an historical event. The 

completed paintings acknowledge the capricious and volatile nature of the Anzac 

myth, and the limited historical contingency of its visual form. The research 

engages with, and evaluates the war paintings and objects exhibited in the CE of 

A during the phase of centenary commemoration. I discuss specific examples later 

in this chapter.  

A second influential text: has been Löschnigg and Sokotowska -Paryżs The Great 

War in Post-Memory Literature and Film (2014). Löschnigg and Sokotowska- 

Paryż discuss their variation ‘post-memory’ (hyphenating the usually single-word 

term); they view this as an expansion rather than an appropriation of Marion 

Hirsch’s concept of postmemory. Furthermore, several chapters in their text are 

dedicated to discussions of the differences in media depictions over many decades 

from a range of GW-participant allied countries, focusing on variations in the 

identity narrative from one country to another.  
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By ‘post-memory’, Löschnigg and Sokolowski-Paryż mean ‘after memory’, 

indicating absence of a first-hand empirical connection to the war. Marianne 

Hirsch’s definition of ‘postmemory’ is positioned very firmly within ‘the 

personal, collective and cultural trauma of the Holocaust’ (Hirsch 2012, p. 5), tied 

to Eva Hoffman’s idea of the second generation as the hinge generation. Implicit 

in this investigation is the importance of time and place for understanding how 

and why one chooses to return to this distant conflict. The haunting of the GW in 

the imaginations of writers, playwrights and filmmakers has promoted a strong 

and proud sense of national identity in Australia, although it is not evident in the 

canon of Australian war painting. It is possible to detect in post-memory literature 

and film a need to include perspectives hitherto marginalised for reasons of race 

and gender, to restore necessary prominence to the forgotten Western Front in 

popular Australian consciousness of the War.  

David Malouf in his definition of ‘fictive histories’, identifies the issue of the 

inevitable contemporising of the past: 

Our only way of grasping our history—and by history I really mean what has 

happened to us and what determines what we are now and where we are 

now—the only way of really coming to terms with that is by people’s entering 

into it in their imagination, not by the world of facts, but by us being there. 

(2013, n.p.) 

To fully appreciate the role of familial memory in this project, post-memory, as 

outlined above, provides insight into the subjective manifestation of 

intergenerational trauma. Malouf argues ‘‘history’ is what has happened to us; by 

people entering into it in their imagination’ (Löschnigg and Sokolowska-Paryż 
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(Eds.) 2014, p. 2) This reflexive posture allows for an interpretation toward a 

sense of living connection to the past in which private memory is formed within 

the duration of historical distance. ‘Every form of representation to it [memory] 

must position its audience to some relationship of closeness to, or distance from, 

the events and experiences it describes’ (Hirsch 2012, p. 95). Post-memory 

painting, in this sense, positions traumatic private narrative, perpetuated by 

empathic connections to the past, with the public narrative of the Australian Great 

War, enriching a significance for the present. 

Carolyn Holbrook, in her seminal 2014 work Anzac, The Unauthorised Biography 

writes of Anzac as an esoteric idea. This and the historical contingency of war-

memory supported much of my strategic positioning for subject selection and 

picturing experiments for painting. Importantly, Holbrook’s writing affected 

studio tests and subsequent results for engaging mutability in painterly 

representations of objects to act as rebuttal to the static vitrine exhibiting 

strategies of the AWM. Holbrook’s writing was highly useful in understanding 

why Australians are emotionally attached to a military event that took place a 

hundred years ago. She details the increasing interest in the GW universally, and 

the study of memory and the GW. Borrowing the methods of psychoanalysis, 

historians recognise the study of what people believe happened; their memory of 

an event can be as instructive as the study of what actually happened. As such, 

meanings that Australians have ascribed to the Great War over the course of a 

century are a valuable record of the history of Australian identity, nationalism, 

politics and culture.  



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– 56 –  

Holbrook argues that, far from being anchored to the events of 1914–18, memory 

of the War has drifted on the currents of Australian history. In an unlikely synergy 

between Holbrook and Hirsch, Holbrook refers to the post-Holocaust world and 

its influence on new ways of remembering the GW which ‘placed value on 

personal testimony and emphasis on the traumatic effects of war’ (Holbrook 2014, 

p. 7). Importantly, Holbrook writes: ‘Contemporary Australian war memory is an 

unlikely amalgam of nationalist sentiment and trauma psychology’ (Holbrook 

2014, p. 7), predicting that the series of GW centenaries to be held from 2014 to 

2018 would ‘provide the ideal setting in which to record the patterns its memory 

has whittled into the Australian psyche’ (Holbrook 2014, p. 7). 

Theorists’ influence on painting techniques to evoke trauma  

The concepts of allegory and pastiche were key concerns in the selection of 

objects and subjects for painting. Together with paint application techniques, 

Owens, Jameson and Barthes posit theories that I found useful in responding to 

key research challenges.   

In respect of the allegorical nature of the paintings produced for this PhD project, 

I examined Craig Owens’ essay ‘The Allegorical Impulse: Toward a Theory of 

Postmodernism’ (1984). He argues that the postmodern version of narrative is a 

form of allegory. Allegory is described as work in which characters or events 

symbolically represent deeper meaning. This and his writing concerning the use 

of palimpsest, allowing for infinite layering of meaning, proved useful in directing 

the research. Furthermore, Owens claims that symbolic relationships are not 
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simply one-to-one, but are rather fragmentary, intermittent, and chaotic. These 

observations align with disjointed workings of memory revealed in the current 

hegemonic narrative of Anzac: ‘In allegorical structure, then, one text is read 

through another, however fragmentary, intermittent or chaotic their relationship 

may be: the paradigm for the allegorical work is thus the palimpsest’ (Owens 

1984, p. 204). 

Several contemporary theorists have described this shift in the conception and 

presentation of narrative. Fredric Jameson (1983, p. 115) posited the idea of 

pastiche as a ‘governing principle of the postmodern narrative’, distinguishing it 

from old-fashioned parody by its lack of a clear referent. Parody, he argues, is a 

mocking imitation of an original style that is immediately identifiable. Pastiche is 

also an imitation; its source, he states, is less obvious and its purpose less 

evident—it suggests something that seems familiar but no longer has a living 

presence in our lives. In examining the CE of A, its object set and narrative lines, 

pastiche was a strategising tactic for selection and deployment of objects in 

composition. Jameson continues: 

Narratives characterised by pastiche are no longer about direct experience or 

the ‘real world’ they are amalgams of vaguely remembered or misremembered 

fictions about the past. In a world in which stylistic innovation is no longer 

possible, all that is left is to imitate dead styles, to speak through the masks 

and with the voices of the styles in the imaginary museum. (1983, p. 115) 

In evaluating Jameson’s theorising of pastiche, I argue, in many respects, family 

secrets and private memory share much with exhibition narratives concerning 

public memory in the CE of A. 
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Several artists reintroduced allegory as strategising for narrative in the middle of 

the 20th Century, including Robert Rauschenberg in his collages and Sherrie 

Levine in appropriations based on imposing new meaning on borrowed images, 

objects, and narratives. Jameson’s concept of pastiche suggests that the allegorical 

work’s link to its source has been severed and emptied of original meanings; 

Owens allegory, as a new image or narrative, has no direct relationship to the 

original source. This theoretical positioning has impacted markedly on conceptual 

starting points for my subject selection, and for the construction of compositions 

for painting to augment the limiting historical themes of this hegemonic narrative.  

With pastiche as a conceptual driver, paintings were produced in a counter 

assessment of Anzac in apposite positioning for an alternative perspective in 

contemporary Australian consciousness. By employing Owens’ theories on the 

role of allegory in contemporary art-making, objects were associated in ways to 

produce new meaning from their use in the CE of A. Importantly, both 

representations share the same source elements from the collection of the GW at 

the AWM. If pastiche positions a particular priority in object selection for 

composition, so too does Owens’ allegory demand infinite layering. This layering 

was adapted in the painting process and became a substantial methodology in the 

development of paint application; paintings evolving from the imposition of ‘new 

meanings’ layered on borrowed images, objects, and narratives from the CE of A. 

Layering and collaging onto developing painting ensured a controlled erasure and 

extinction of objects and narrative.  
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The final theorist whose writing influenced decisions for painting was French 

literary critic Roland Barthes. In his 1967 essay ‘The Death of the Author’, he 

takes issue with the conventional notion of artwork as a repository of stable 

meanings, deposited by its creator. Instead he argues we must replace the idea of 

the intentional work with the concept of interpretive text. Barthes was writing 

about literature, but his ideas have been accepted into postmodern thinking in art 

practice. He encourages the artist to consider the web of images and ideas that 

pre-exist the painter, which form raw material for new painting. He describes text, 

interchangeable with painting, as: ‘A multi-dimensional space in which a variety 

of writings, none of them original, blend and clash. The text is a tissue of 

quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture’ (Barthes 1977, p. 145). 

Barthes’ suggestion for the painter is that, as a consequence of the variety and 

multi-dimensional sources from which the artist draws compositional elements, 

the viewer is brought into play as an active participant in the meaning of the work. 

Whatever sense of coherence an artwork possesses comes not from the artist but 

from the viewer who engages and activates it. These theories—pastiche, allegory 

and activated viewing—emerge in the painting of a range of contemporary artists, 

including David Salle, whose work is discussed later in this chapter.  

Artists’ representations of war and trauma: re-casting the narrative 
tradition 

I have divided the artists who have been significant to this research into three 

groups. Group one contains artists and their depictions of war, grief, post-

memory, and subjects of the aftermath decades of the GW, dealing with cultural 
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memory and compositional issues concerning narrative painting. These artists 

reflected and applied modernist styles, generally as first-hand witnesses to the 

GW, responding to latent and observed societal trauma. It includes the paintings 

of Otto Dix, Stanley Spencer, Will Longstaff, Sidney Nolan and Ben Quilty. This 

section also describes the work of several artists who derive and reference work 

from the primary work analysed here: the Chapman Brothers, and Paul Gross. The 

second group of artists work with memory-representations of private and cultural 

trauma, and in a range of media. They are Christian Boltanski, Kader Attia, 

Koken Ergun and Jeremy Deller. The third group—Ron Kitaj, David Salle, Kai 

Althoff and Helen Johnson—evoke the narrative tradition through the use of 

collage, allegory and pastiche.  

My research positions memory in several ways: memories located in 

intergenerational trauma/epigenetics; memories of first-hand interactions and 

witnesses to the GW; and, importantly, my memories of visits to the AWM over 

the course of my life. The AWM is positioned as the primary crucible of GW 

phenomena by which public and private memory is mediated. Painting is good at 

visualising the intermediate workings of memory, and how we imagine, construct 

and represent ourselves and our personal histories. This claim is supported by 

countless examples of paintings within selected styles and movements in history 

in which painters have utilised qualities of various paint media to evoke moods 

associated with memory and time. I discuss painters whose work manifests ideas 

of history and memory, the core themes of this project. Personal memories of the 

GW are used in my painting. They are a conflation of acquired facts of military 
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history, contact with primary participants in the war, psychologically charged 

recollections of childhood, and fragmented, indelibly imbued historiographical 

metafictions.  

War Painting, as seen in the CE of A, is a category of History Painting and a 

visual narration fully endorsed by the academic establishment through the 19th 

Century. See transcript of interview with Dr Anthea Gunn, Appendix 2. Subjects 

are depicted using trappings, characters and events borrowed from the classical 

world in order to give them greater moral and poetic weight. I cite the subjects of 

the greater body of commissioned painting of the GW: bravery in attack, grace in 

death, and the soulful aftermath and reflection of righteous victory. An analysis of 

this work is found in the Appendix 2. 

Group One – Primary trauma of the GW; visual links from the past and 
references in contemporary representations 

They ran against moulded chunks of metal shrieking toward them to whip out 

their guts, rip off their legs and arms, smash their hard skulls into smithereens, 

explode their brains into grey puffs, rip out their balls and send them flying in 

[…] tiny fragments. (Phelan 2005, p. 98) 

The physically fit and perfectly trained body was looked upon as a guarantee of 

military prowess and spiritual fortitude. In the above quote, Phelan shows how 

this ideal of hegemonic imperial masculinity is brutally shattered by the realities 

of the industrialised fighting conditions of the Great War: ‘The dominance of 

long-range artillery, the machine gun and barbed wire which had immobilised 

combat—immobility necessitated a passive stance of the soldier before the forces 

of mechanised slaughter’ (Leed 1979, p. 164).  
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Marzena Sokolowska-Paryz writes: ‘The moment of initiation into war comes not 

with the first battle but with the first sighting of the wounded and the dead’. 

(2014, p. 338). The horrifying wounds suffered by soldiers and the sight of 

corpses in varying stages of decomposition were unnerving because they 

demonstrated, in the most revolting way, the vulnerability of the human body. The 

horror and grotesquery of war wounds, as seen in the two images of photographed 

and drawn facial wounds, Figure 16 and Figure 17, do not appear in art form or 

intimate distance in photographs in the CE of A. The ‘walking wounded’ and 

bandaged soldiers do appear in aftermath battle paintings. An example is Dawn at 

Hamel. 4th of July, 1918. 1921 by George Bell. Several photographic images show 

the effects of bodily trauma, usually disfiguring and in an advanced stage of 

healing. These images are generally of returned serviceman. I would consider the 

images of trauma to the body used in the exhibition mild, discreet and obscured. 

Figure 16 Photographer and subject unknown, 

Shrapnel facial damage incurred in the Great 

War, 1919 

Figure 17 Otto Dix, Kriegsverletzer, 1922 
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The shock of the First World War derived from the unparalleled scale of the 

physical mutilation that men suffered and witnessed. As Joanna Bourke puts it:  

The severity of the mutilations was unprecedented: nothing in British history 

was adequate preparation for the physical devastation of the First World War. 

All parts of the body were at risk: head, shoulder, arms, chest, intestines, 

buttocks, penis, leg, foot. (1999, p. 33) 

It is understood that the stretcher-bearers suffered the most with their daily 

witnessing of the degradation of men to sheer corporeality: ‘there was something 

obscene about it, the way any part of the body isolated looks strange. I hated 

seeing heads in the muck, or legs and arms’ (Phelan 2005, p. 90). Following the 

advice of an English doctor never to bring back wounded when ‘what’s left of 

them wouldn’t want to be kept alive if he was you’. The main character in The 

Canal Bridge (2005) kills the fatally wounded and horribly disfigured soldiers in 

an act of compassion: ‘No matter who it was—English, Irish, French, German, 

Indian, Senegalese, Australian […,] I sang quietly when I was using knifey’ 

(Phelan 2005, p. 91). 

 

 Figure 18 Otto Dix, The Trench, 1923. Oil on canvas. 227 x 250cm 
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German combatant artist Otto Dix, for example, dealt with first-hand experiences 

of suffering and trauma in the Great War and post-war German society. These 

experiences played into the existing German cultural tropes of expressionism, 

morbidity and desolation. He produced renditions in print and paint of the 

aggressive and uncompromising violence of trench warfare with direct descendent 

referencing of Goya’s great commentary on the Napoleonic years, The Disasters 

of War (1810–1820). The hoisted figure skewered on the steel girder in The 

Trench draws parallels with the mutilated corpses shown suspended from trees in 

Goya’s series of prints. A distancing device in The Trench is Dix’s positioning of 

himself as the dispassionate observer of the angst of the ordinary soldier; 

paradoxically a stare from an eye is that of a dead soldier, looking through Dix to 

the observer. In no way does it draw emotion from the disengaged Dix, and, 

simultaneously, intimacy does not compromise the claustrophobic trench space.  

The Trench, painted in 1923, went missing and was presumed destroyed during 

the Second World War, adding to the already enigmatic and recondite qualities of 

this work. This painting was Dix’s first visceral response, post-war, to trench 

warfare. It depicts the gory aftermath of an artillery bombardment on German 

trenches, the scene is scattered with the detritus of war and severed body parts. 

Open skulls and the serried red grain-groats of brains and intestines lie on the 

trench floor, one soldier has been hurled from the trench, impaled, another, a 

rotting corpse, has been exhumed from his burial place as a result of the violence 

of the bombardment. By conveying the intimate horror with a macabre, charnel-

house palette, Dix has evoked a medieval atmosphere of suffering and evil. He 
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has revealed a personal aloofness, one could argue, a detached numbness to the 

subject. This is a vivid description of his recent memory of first-hand witnessing 

of war. The painting polarised the still war-shocked German populace. Again, a 

paradox. Some saw this painting as a national document, others, a subversive 

threat. There is no doubt as to the veracity of the subject and, as such, this work 

belongs within the canon of historical war painting. The triptych format of the 

painting reveals the duration of time between the marching to battle, violence, 

death, and the laying to rest of its victims. In itself, this handling of narrative and 

elapsed time is reminiscent of stills from a film, and the raw conjunctions of 

subjects is analogous with the elemental collaging processes of the present PhD 

investigation.  

As Goya’s Disasters of War series projects its influence into the early 20th 

Century, so too does the iconic painting The Trench into the early 21st. The 

Chapman brothers, in their installation/sculpture Hell of 2013, draw heavily on 

the charnel-house gore element of The Trench. Inverted figures, remnant and real-

time violence abound in this work, as does the elevated, hanging and limp 

figurative forms that can be traced back to the original Goya series. 
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Passchendaele (2008), a war film directed by the Canadian Paul Gross, is 

premised on Gross’s maternal grandfather Michael Dunne’s service in the 

Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) during the GW. The film is named after a 

battle famous for inflicting the greatest loss of life of allied soldiers of any fought 

in the War. If the battle of the Somme is remembered for the white chalky soil of 

its terrain, dusting the soldiers who fought there a ghostly white, then the Third 

Battle of Ypres, better known as Passchendaele is remembered for its mud, 

probably the most powerful and originating moment of the mud trope in the 

public memory of this war. Gross’ grandfather, like many GW veterans, including 

my grandfather, were reticent about sharing war experiences with their family. 

Figure 19 Chapman brothers, detail of Hell, 2013 Figure 20 Otto Dix, black and white detail of  

The Trench, 1923 

Figure 21 Film still from Passchendaele, 2008 Figure 22 Film still from Passchendaele, 2008 
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Towards the end of Dunne’s life, he shared a story with Gross about bayonetting a 

young German soldier, ‘with eyes like water’, through the head (Paul Gross 

interviewed by CBC’s Laura Chapin. Last updated: November 11, 2015). Gross 

recalls sitting with Dunne, in a delirium and on his death bed, witnessing his 

‘return’ to the village and to the incident, ‘trying to find the German boy whom he 

had bayonetted’. The incident, according to Gross, ‘really affected me [Gross] and 

I’ve not been able to get it out of my head’. 

The intergenerational and post-memory narrative, of and from the GW, led Gross 

to obsessively pursue the making of Passchendaele. He co-produced, directed and 

played the role of his grandfather in the film. This hauntingly powerful art movie 

has provided paralleling war, post-memory, and trauma categories for this 

research. Figure 21 is a still from the concluding battle scene, revealing Goya’s 

and Dix’s now archetypal war vignette, the suspended corpse, crucified here on 

duckboard shards. This forceful referent to atrocity and senseless slaughter 

continues as a compelling war trope, originating in print through Goya, then in 

paint through Dix, and seen here in film through Gross. Atrocity and violence in 

war is a subject genre grappled with over centuries by artists in the west, and by 

none more graphically than Francisco Goya (see Figure 23).  
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Throughout their art careers, Jake and Dinos Chapman return habitually to the 

work of Francisco Goya. His etchings, The Disasters of War, are at the heart of 

their Goya obsession. This work has been discussed earlier in relation to the 

subject matter referenced in the work of Otto Dix, and now here with regard to the 

Chapman Brothers’ series The Disasters of Everyday Life (2017), the vitrined 

sculpture Hell (2015), and the life-sized mannequins Great Deeds Against the 

Dead! (1994) Figures 26 and 27.  

 

 

  

Figure 23 Francisco Goya, A Heroic Feat with 

Dead Men, No. 39, 1810–20 

Figure 24 Chapman brothers, The Disasters of 

Everyday Life, 2017 

Figure 25 Chapman brothers, The Disasters of the War on Terror, 2015–16  
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The Chapmans have pasted and painted directly onto Goya’s original etchings. It 

is the set The Disasters of the War on Terror, 2015–16. Figure 25, that reveals a 

disturbing orgy of nightmarish confusion. Goya’s figures have been drawn-on, 

and mutilated further, as well as given clown faces and phallic noses. Teddy bears 

observe murders, oversized, eyeless kittens beam menacingly from the darkness. 

This series is crudely coloured, as a child might render pictures in a colouring 

book. At times, the colours tie in with the action, using for example, red glitter for 

blood, while the media sometimes obfuscates the detail below. The layering of 

media becomes a postmodern methodology echoing Craig Owens’ assertions of 

allegory in the contemporary context of narrative painting. 

 
 Figure 26 Chapman brothers, Great Deeds 

Against the Dead!, 1994 
Figure 27 Chapman brothers, Hell, 2015 
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In spending time examining the Chapman’s work, there seems to be a tension 

between the visually embellished, the seductive violence, and the rapacious need 

for spectacle in the overwhelming image-assault on the contemporary eye. 

The work Hell (2015) conveys horror in a simulacrum of war, the violence is 

traumatic and seen explicitly as the viewer draws closer. An historical 

understanding of the rise and fall of Nazism isn’t necessarily important in feeling 

this as being as potent as Dix’s The Trench in conveying the grotesquery of 

violence against the body in a war setting. Postmemory of the Holocaust is not a 

pre-requisite here either, although post-memory is arguably a contributing trauma 

category in making a deeper, more indelible connection with those tested for the 

painting subjects of this research.  

In forming relationships between the work of The Disasters of Everyday Life and 

the sculptural work Hell, I have deduced that both works encourage the viewer to 

Figure 28 Chapman brothers, gallery installation of Hell vitrines, 2015 
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look closely at their subjects and to linger on their brutality. The horror is 

amplified in the smiling face of the cartoon girl in Figure 25, The Disasters of the 

War on Terror (2017). Stories of beheadings and genocide, contemporary excess 

and atrocity, are screened almost daily on television. War, and the trauma of war, 

has been conveyed in the works of Jake and Dinos Chapman, dressed in kitsch-

form, cartoons and toy soldiers, allowing them a superficial charm to draw the 

viewer in. In terms of trauma memory, and the way this is memorialising of the 

GW in the CE of A, it is clear that little in the exhibition deals with catastrophic 

wounding, although, as previously discussed, the curators have gone to extensive 

lengths to exhibit indexical violence and the harm inflicted against the body, 

evidenced in damaged protective equipment and uniforms. Rips, tears and burns 

against uniforms, and traumatic passage of ordnance through helmets is 

ubiquitous in the vitrine exhibits from the start of the exhibition to the final ‘1918 

Year of Victory’ gallery located at the end of the CE of A exhibition. Pointed out 

on many signs is the blood stain on a uniform as the result of wounding.  
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Notably, the holes in the stretcher in Figure 29 are a likely result of shrapnel 

fragments protruding from soldiers’ wounds. The image is of a stretcher and 

Webley revolver exhibited together in the CE of A. I have considered the gestalt 

effect of these two objects and concluded that the narrative shares much with the 

description of the mercy killing by stretcher-bearers of the suffering and mortally 

wounded suggested by the English doctor discussed above. 

The stretcher and pistol are likely the only object associations that allude to latent 

violent trauma in the CE of A. They stress the threshold of exhibited violence 

concerning shock and offence, and aligns with the powerful personal narratives of 

war mentioned earlier. This is empirical evidence. It exists without clear meaning 

as to the association of elements, or explanations as to the indexicality as a result 

Figure 29 Indexicality—blood stains, and rips in the stretcher-canvas, CE of A. Image credit: M Nay 
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of violence to the stretcher. The names carved into the stretcher’s timber handles 

personalise the memory association between sign and signified.  

  

To conclude the descriptions and an analysis of appropriate contextual painting in 

Group One, I briefly discuss here a painting that reveals a polarity in the 

memorialising of the War as discussed in artwork to this point. This work is by 

Englishman Stanley Spencer. He, like Dix, was a combatant in the war. Spencer 

began the war as a hospital orderly, followed by a stint as an infantryman in the 

campaign against the Ottomans in Salonika. The painting The Resurrection of the 

Soldiers (1929, Figure 31) is a memorial work for a soldier who died of malaria as 

a result of war service. The dead soldier’s family commissioned this work and it is 

located in a chapel at Burghclere, Hampshire, which was specifically designed to 

house a mural that includes this work. Spencer’s influence in this painting is 

Giotto and Italian primitives. It is seen as a typical example of many English 

painters’ work after the GW in their Return to Order styles of painting that often 

referred to Renaissance painters. The ‘scheme’ in this painting is not about death 

Figure 30 Screenshot of an English field burial, France, 

1916 
Figure 31 Stanley Spencer, The Resurrection 

of the Soldiers, 1929 
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or violence but the lived experience of war, the promise of life beyond death 

through memorialisation, and the existence of the past in the present. The scene is 

a dull grey and brown Macedonian battlefield, strewn with dead and dying 

soldiers and animals. In analysing this work, it becomes evident that the 

infantrymen are in the process of being reborn. The men untangle themselves 

from barbed wire and bandages, crawl from graves and collectively heap their 

white crosses together in piles. In this work, Spencer brings the war-dead back to 

life. In painting, he shows that anything is possible, time can be rewound and 

reality expunged. This painting conveys redemption and amelioration, a strategy 

that takes the grim reality of death and trauma head-on. A key research question 

asked how is it possible to convey the trauma experienced by those who served in 

the GW beyond the history-weighted work of the OWAS. Spencer’s painting 

offers the possibility of imaginary alternatives to the cause and effect, death 

followed by memorialisation culture of both private and public memory of the 

Great War.  

 
Figure 32 Will Longstaff, The Menin Gate at Midnight, 1927. Oil on canvas. 183 x 120cm 
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For many Australians, the overwhelming response to the GW was grief. I have 

included a painting that did not make the curatorial ‘cut’ for the major exhibiting 

galleries of CE of A. Although owned by the AWM, the theme of this painting, 

The Menin Gate at Midnight (1927, Figure 32) is subordinate to the ‘attack’ 

narrative common in this exhibition.  

Many grief-stricken Australians sought consolation in remedies such as 

spiritualism to communicate with the dead. The immense appeal of Will 

Longstaff’s painting, The Menin Gate at Midnight (1927), is in its depiction of the 

dead of Ypres rising from graves and marching across a field in front of the 

Menin Gate Memorial in Belgium. This painting is testimony to the power of 

private hope and the desire of reunion with the dead.  

For traumatised communities, the Anzac legend must have had an instinctive 

appeal. That it celebrated and extolled the men who had been lost provided some 

comfort to those who remained to grieve. Families of men who died, and those 

who returned, became a means by which the Anzac legend was cultivated and 

transmitted from one generation to the next.  

In many instances, inheritance of grief and loss must have been equivocal and 

torturous. The Anzac legend continues its re-evaluation in light of the AWM’s 

current CE of A.  
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The work of Ben Quilty as Official War Artist becomes relevant here. Quilty was 

deployed to Afghanistan in 2011 with an open remit. His interest was the 

influence of the screening of flesh against threat, by way of uniform, particularly 

Ozcam camouflage, the distinctive pattern adopted by the Australian Defence 

Force. On returning to Australia, he painted portraits of returned service-people 

for exhibition at the AWM in 2015. His first request to his subjects was to ask if 

they would model naked. This strategy was a continuation of his idea of flesh 

against technology in the contemporary theatre of war, a revival of the GW trope, 

flesh against industrialised warfare, the attendant traumatic head wound and the 

tell-tale vacant thousand-yard stare of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder—previously 

called ‘shell shock’, and referred to by the AIF in trench parlance as being ‘bomb 

Figure 33 Ben Quilty, Trooper Luke Korman, 2012 
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happy’. An invitation by Quilty to his soldier ‘models’ requested they open up 

about their experiences of the war and feelings after returning. Telling and 

listening aligns with the declarative memory trope of contemporary counselling, 

the historical roots of which lie in the original psychiatric/psychological 

methodology for treating shell shock. 

 

 

In Figure 34, Quilty poses with his subject, a serviceman recently returned from 

Afghanistan. Here we see a contemporary repurposing of a Great War shell shock 

trope, the thousand-yard stare, and an element of the Great War phenomenon: the 

vulnerability of the exposed male body and mind to technological and industrial 

assault.  

Figure 34 Ben Quilty poses with his subject 
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Quilty’s suite of paintings returns the viewer to the tropes of the GW, and is 

reminiscent of Otto Dix’s intimate etchings of death and wounding in trenches on 

the Western Front. Linda Hutcheon (1988, p. 4) identifies postmodern ideologies 

as those ‘that return the ex-centric character from the marginalised and silenced 

voice’.21 Here is formed the template for memory and memorialising of this 

project in a postmodern context. Since the periphery or margin might describe 

Australia’s envisioned position in international terms, perhaps the postmodern ex-

centric is very much a part of the identity of the nation. The difficulty for Quilty 

in his exhibition of 2015 was the separation of the traditional narrative tropes—

larrikin, instinctively egalitarian, distrustful of authority—originating and 

embedded in the Anzac legend as distinct from the subject tropes of the 

subordinate narrative of contemporary preoccupation with war. Paradoxically, it is 

as a result of the contemporary settings of Federal politics and the current policies 

of the Australian Defence Force that Quilty accessed and sourced his subjects. 

The thousand-yard stare of the shell-shocked GW returned serviceman, intimately 

revealed in Dix’s self-portraits and portraits, is contextually different from the 

vacant gaze of the PTSD Afghanistan veteran in Quilty’s work. This subtle 

difference is waiting to be acknowledged in contemporary painting; the post-

Brereton Report era may provide the stimulus for further investigation in this 

aspect of war painting.  

 

21 In Kevin Powers’ autobiographical novel Yellow Birds (2012). 
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Group Two—Memory-representations of private and cultural trauma 

In constructing the artistic contextual framework for this research, I considered 

the work of several non-painters, and the various ways they deal with issues 

concerning public memory of war generally, and for a select few, the GW 

specifically.  

In considering post-memory in terms of its broader value, I investigated the work 

of contemporary artists Christian Boltanski, Kader Attia, Köken Ergun and 

Jeremy Deller. These artists address the reflexive importance of history, 

acknowledging, to varying degrees, personal and cultural memory, memorialising, 

and indexicality. Their practice, through photography, video, installation and 

performance, indicates distance from an event, and, through imaginative 

reconstructions, transmits memory-representations of private and cultural trauma.  

In an examination of the recent work of Koken Ergun, Kader Attia and Jeremy 

Deller, this research has located and addressed universal themes of identity and 

cultural history that define the significance of the GW in contemporary Turkish, 

French-Algerian and English heritage, respectively. The second theme, related to 

the first, is the way various ideologies and beliefs have washed through Australian 

history and tinted war memory. 

Having discussed the theoretical arguments I employed to structure picturing and 

subject-narrative for painting, I then introduced theories on memory which helped 

frame witness trauma, intergenerational trauma, and memorialising. I now go on 
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to align artists and their work that had direct bearing on the ways I addressed 

memory and memorialising of the Great War at the time of centenary: 

Again, memory is complexified by a conflation of past and present, in how 

that is retrieved is contingent on what is felt or experienced in the present and 

becomes as much a feature of the present as of the past. (Gibbons 2007, p. 76) 

Joan Gibbons’ expertise is personal and public memory. She explores art as 

autobiography, memory as trace, and the role of archive as revisionist memory, 

and post-memory. Her work Contemporary Art and Memory, Images of 

Recollection and Remembrance (2007) is a core text for research. Her analysis of 

the Reserve of Dead Swiss (1990, Figure 35), details contemporary French artist 

Christian Boltanski’s use of tropes of death and memory. Body elements are made 

spectral, and his brand of postmemory is closely connected to the thematic and 

iconographic tradition of vanitas. The suggestion of childhood and family 

background resonates with the implicit aspects of this research. Lisa Saltzman, in 

Making Memory Matter, comments on Boltanski’s use of archival vitrines, 

alluding to auto- and biographical subjects in shadowy shrines to the notional 

victims of history. Boltanski’s use of the indexical, presence through absence, is a 

conceptual device positioned in this project as an aid in the mutable dynamic of 

subjects in the paintings.  

This research positions memory in several ways: memories located in 

intergenerational trauma/epigenetics; memories of first-hand interactions, 

witnesses to the GW; and, importantly, memories of a series of visits to the AWM 

over the course of my life. The AWM is positioned as the primary crucible of GW 
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phenomena by which public and private memory is mediated. Painting is good at 

visualising the intermediate workings of memory, how we imagine, construct and 

represent ourselves and our personal histories. This claim is supported by 

countless examples of paintings within selected styles and movements in history 

in which painters have utilised qualities of various media to evoke moods 

associated with memory and time. I have discussed painters whose work 

manifests ideas of history and memory, core themes of this project. Personal 

memories of the GW are used in my painting, they are a conflation of acquired 

facts of military history, contact with primary participants in the war, 

psychologically charged recollections of childhood, and fragmented, indelibly 

imbued historiographical metafictions.  

 

 
I now analyse a work by Christian Boltanski. It could be argued that much of his 

work across time demands deep contemplation concerning reconstruction of the 

past. He investigates ‘things’ with a sense of a lived history, and explores how 

display strategies imbue the plain object with layers of meaning. Across several 

Figure 35 Christian Boltanski, The Reserve of Dead Swiss, 1990. Installation 
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decades, via a series of installations, he submits collections of quotidian 

possessions of anonymous individuals, placed in vitrines as well as conventional 

displays. Obsessively labelled in orthodox museum fashion, mundane objects 

become invested with new meaning. While Boltanski’s focus is the relationship 

between display strategies and layered meaning, my paintings are challenged to 

decipher the history and character of the objects, their relationship to the Great 

War, idiosyncratic stories of familial ownership, and meaning within the Anzac 

master narrative.  

The installation The Reserve of Dead Swiss presents photographs we assume to be 

victims of the Holocaust. They are displayed in a dark room, lit in low-light 

reminiscent of religious shrines. Although viewers are given no details of the 

identity of the subjects, Boltanski often does not have that information himself—

as in The Reserve of Dead Swiss, they tend to be read as installations of 

remembrance, often on the assumption that Boltanski has created a memorial to 

the victims of the Holocaust. Boltanski alludes to how impressionable we viewers 

are to the ways in which objects are displayed, and how display-strategies 

determine our perception of them.  

Boltanski’s work offers direct correlations with key issues of post-memory, the 

phenomena of objects, photographic references, vitrines, and museum settings, all 

of which are at the core of the conceptual and narrative themes for this 

investigation. Importantly, this project deploys painting as the primary studio 
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practice to re-envision alternate narratives, as opposed to the non-painting practice 

of Boltanski referred to in this writing. 

The French artist Kader Attia (1970–) works across diverse media, including 

collage, photography, video, sculpture and installation. The themes of his work 

are appropriation, identity politics—including cultural exchange—and the 

problematical relationship between North Africa and the west post-decolonisation. 

Australia, and in particular Tasmania, from where this research took place, is 

located far from the European and Middle East theatres of the GW. It is from the 

periphery also that Attia engages theories of repair and amelioration. My interest 

in his work stems from a recent exhibition in the Museum of Contemporary Art, 

Sydney, which included an installation J’Accuse (2016, Figure 36).  

The installation is an assembly of 24 roughly carved wooden busts of contorted 

and deformed faces and incongruous trunk-like limbs placed in front of a screen 

with a loop-sequence video of the film J’accuse by Abel Gance. The cubist-style 

carvings draw links between experimental surgical methods used to treat horrific 

wounds caused by modern weapons in the Great War and Pablo Picasso’s 

innovative avant-garde ‘vivisections’. 
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This installation functions as a monument to the futility and terror of industrial 

warfare. This single piece alone speaks to the overarching complexity of many of 

the issues that inform the research questions for this project. Australia, like 

Algeria, was a colony of a European power in the early 20th Century. In a 

postmodern timeframe, Attia attempts to reposition Algeria as a de-centred entity 

in the early 1900s. The re-envisioning of the hegemonic master narrative of the 

Anzac myth/legend calls into play the estrangement aspect of Australia from ‘The 

Mother Country’, Australia being a dominion of the British Empire. The 

Australian fighting force of the GW deferred to the Empire in its name, the 

Australian Imperial Forces. The complexities of this arrangement have been 

discussed earlier. J’Accuse takes its departure from the GW, Attia reminding us it 

was a war just between European powers, as is its popular portrayal, but the war 

contrivance of Western Imperialism. 

Figure 36 Kader Attia, J’Accuse (detail), 2016. Teak, steel rebar, single-channel digital video 
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Attia’s interest in trauma and repair has a particular resonance in contemporary 

Australia in the aftermath of ongoing celebrations of the GW and the perennial 

grappling with such site-specific raw reminders. In 2015, the mythology of 

ANZAC was endlessly reinforced in centenary commemorations across the 

country. But while immense losses in Turkey and especially the Western Front are 

embedded in our psyche and made explicitly visible, the deeper psychological 

scars of post-memory and the frustrations of the narrow, exclusive themed 

Centenary Exhibition are being held much closer to the chest. The parallels here 

to my conceptualising for making and writing are strong. The proto-cubist styling 

of objects and subjects in composition and the preoccupation with peripheral 

colonial positioning inherent in the original mythologising of Anzac are two 

factors that resonate with my research.  

 

 

An example of Australian painting, and an aberration in the canon of Australian 

war painting, is a suite of paintings by Sidney Nolan completed in the 1950s. The 

Figure 37 Kader Attia, J’accuse (detail), 2016. Teak, steel rebar, single-channel digital video 
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work is premised on the drowning of his brother late in the Second World War. 

The azure Aegean waters off the Gallipoli waters provide a background for the 

khaki-clad ANZAC figures in this series. Nolan locates his brother–warrior within 

the idiosyncratic geography of the Gallipoli Peninsula, conflating the tragedy of 

the Gallipoli campaign with his brother’s death. This series of paintings was 

typical of the strongly felt connections, through family histories, with the 

emerging strong national identification with the Great War by the middle of the 

20th Century in Australia. Here, Nolan uses the Gallipoli ‘Anzac’ soldier to stand 

in for his drowned brother. Nolan’s knowledge of the nature of his brother’s death 

draws together a specific private subject with the public landscape reference of 

Anzac Cove. Nolan’s painting is an example of how it is possible to convey the 

familial trauma of the war beyond the dominant history-weighted narratives in the 

canon of Australian war painting.  

 

 Figure 38 Sidney Nolan, Drowned Soldier at Anzac as Icarus, 1958. Coloured crayon 
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Köken Ergun’s latest documentary, Heroes (2018, 39), was commissioned by the 

AWM and represents an example of a broadening remit revealing the tolerance of 

ex-enemies. It is an example of a counter-narrative to that of the Australian Anzac 

myth/legend. Being oppositional to the very myth that underpins the hegemonic 

curatorial strategising of the CE of A, this video aligns with the void-completing 

and reinstating exercise of alternate and subordinate themes this research aimed to 

address.  

This is an engaging, mesmerising immersion into the rituals of commemoration 

by the victors of the Gallipoli campaign. It is an informal documentary-style 

production of the preparation for commemorative events, by the Turks, at the 

Gallipoli Peninsula on the morning of 25 April, known to Australians and New 

Zealanders as Anzac Day. Ergun interviews both Australian and New Zealand 

tourists, mostly young, at the sites of their commemorative rituals, highlighting 

the limitations of their military knowledge and nationalist diatribes, redolent of 

the emotional hyperbole of the Anzac myth/legend perpetuated in both New 

Zealand and Australia. Fascinatingly, Turkish tour guides with Turkish-speaking 

tourists, describe the ANZAC troops as ‘puppets of the English’. Further, Ergun 

captures derogatory under-the-breath comments made in Turkish about young 

Antipodeans as the groups pass one another.  
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Significantly, Heroes invites us to see how the battle of Gallipoli has been 

narrativized by both sides. Through Gallipoli, the nations of Australia, New 

Zealand and Turkey are entwined forever, and yet this single historical moment is 

not shared. The battle of Gallipoli, or Çanakkale to Turks, also feeds Turkey’s 

national consciousness. Busloads of vacationers have replaced armadas of 

warships as Turks and Antipodeans descend in yearly hordes on the peninsula, 

each participating in a war-tourism industry peddling vastly different visions of 

what happened, subtly redefining the myths of the past in the now. Heroes is a 

lengthy (88-minute) and engaging artwork, an ambling examination of the tourism 

of martyrdom that enunciates the ways in which national narratives manifest in 

our ideas about ourselves, our families, and the nature of intimate identification 

between ourselves and the myths of our nations.  

Figure 39 Köken Ergun, Heroes, 2018. Video still 
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An artwork with a significance to ‘the missing’22, and related traumatic themes 

important to subjects of private memory trauma, is Jeremy Deller’s, We’re Here 

Because We’re Here. 2016. On 1 July 2016, approximately 1,600 volunteers 

dressed in replica Great War uniforms appeared in shopping centres, high streets 

and railway stations across the UK. Each ‘soldier’ participant represented an 

individually named soldier who had died in the GW. This event coincided with 

the centenary of the first day of the Battle of the Somme. On this single day, the 

bloodiest in British military history, 19,240 men were killed. Australians took part 

in this battle just weeks later, at Fromelles, Pozieres and Mouquet Farm. These 

battles constitute the first major actions by the AIF in France following the 

Gallipoli debacle of 1915.  

 

 

 

22 ‘The missing’ was a euphemism to describe those killed in action, never to return, and those 

who likely died, whose bodies were never recovered, identified and buried in a marked grave.  

Figure 40 Jeremy Deller, We’re Here Because We’re Here, 2016. Video still 
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The actors strolled in groups, seemingly indifferent to the public and activities 

around them. The men had rehearsed the recursive refrain ‘We’re Here Because 

We’re Here’ to the tune of Auld Lang Syne, as sung in the trenches during the 

war. The actors would spontaneously burst into chorus from time to time across 

the 12 hours of the event. If approached by a member of the public and quizzed 

about their intentions, the ‘soldier’ would not speak but would instead hand over a 

card bearing the name, age and regiment of the person they represented. The card 

also included the hashtag #wearehere. Deller was assisted by members of the 

National Theatre, and the actors rehearsed with the assistance of a number of 

regional theatres. 

This 12-hour memorial art event created an intervention in people’s daily lives. 

The work was partly inspired by a GW phenomenon, supposed sightings during 

and after the war by people who believed they had seen a dead or missing loved-

one. The particular grief of relatives with a missing, no-known-grave loved-one is 

one of the two grief traumas visited on my family, and constitutes the subjects and 

narrative themes in the painting for this project.  

Group Three – Evoking the narrative tradition through collage, allegory and 
pastiche  

This section deals with a range of contemporary painters, critics and theorists who 

each in their own way contribute to a reappraisal of the narrative tradition so 

important to the re-envisioning strategies of this research. Relationships between 

personal experience, national history, and contemporary mythologies are 

examined and extrapolated through artistic practice, criticism and art theory. 
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In the current conditions of the postmodern era, painters continue to engage in 

narrative as storytelling as this is still a powerful form of human expression. I 

observe that contemporary narrative painters feel less compelled than did history 

painters of the past to focus primarily on dramatic or newsworthy events. Instead, 

they appear free from the conventions and tropes—as, say, in my area of history 

painting, war—to concentrate on peripheral characters and background details. 

My claim concerns not so much the narrative but how it is constructed and 

directed. The ‘stories’ communicated by my contextual field of painters, sculptors 

and film-makers are extremely diverse in both subject and intent. Like history 

painters of the past, contemporary narrative painters may take on grand subjects, 

drawn from history and contemporary mythology. I refer here to the work of Kai 

Althoff. Others, such as Ron Kitaj, put a microscope on the intimacies of the 

everyday. Contemporary narrative paintings by Helen Johnson can also be 

instructive and didactic, designed to impart ethical or problematic judgements. In 

sum, contemporary narrative painters might construct narratives out of personal 

experiences, histories, or both, as is the aim of this project. Others in my 

contextual field, including David Salle, refer to literature, past art, and popular 

culture.  

Painting in the postmodern period, according to William Dunning (1991, p. 228), 

‘may come to be perceived as linguistic rather than illusionistic; accordingly, the 

most interesting areas of investigation may now be the relationships among the 

reality of the canvas, the sign, and the reality of the sign.’ 
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Eleanor Heartney (2013, p. 122) posits: ‘Just as representation in contemporary 

art is full of knowing allusions to its own artificiality, so too have artistic 

narratives become self-conscious, subtly signalling the viewer that the stories they 

tell may be biased, incomplete or completely fictional.’ The private memory 

trajectories used here as subjects in painting, partly based on disjunctive family 

stories and memory fragments, have been urged to the centre from the periphery, 

playing fully into the categories referred to above. This tendency to the elliptical 

is described by Henderson as:  

Non-Euclidean understanding that space beyond our perception could be 

curved and thus change the appearance of objects moving about within it 

appealed to modern artists. Obviously this curved space invalidated 

Renaissance linear perspective which was based on straight lines; likewise the 

Renaissance method of rendering objects no longer made sense if objects 

could be said to hold no permanent form. (Henderson 1983, p. 6) 

Helen Johnson is a Melbourne-based painter whose subject interest is an 

examination of the lingering aspects of colonisation and her own relationship to a 

colonial history that is premised on ostracism and wrongdoing. Her work, though 

not directly associated with the GW, is fearless in its quest to link historical 

subjects with an orientation to private memory. Johnson’s compositional and 

making strategies informed studio testing for the project. In engaging with and 

working through the trauma of our Australian collective past, she uses a diverse 

range of mid-to-late 19th Century sources, as well as influences from her everyday 

life, to unpack our historic and contemporary imbroglios with colonisation.  

In Stephen Gilchrist’s exhibition essay for Warm Ties, he states that: 
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Johnson’s beguiling double-sided paintings offer a momentary intervention 

into the cultural narratives, spaces and texts of the place now termed Australia. 

Johnson’s works assumes the scale and drama of grand history paintings and 

yet she delights in undermining their authoritative and heroic register. 

(Gilchrist & Hughes 2018, p. 8) 

In discussing Johnson’s paintings, there are two key aspects I highlight: her 

process and presentation. Through extensive research and a re-appropriation of 

archival material, she intersects cultural history with her own contemporary 

experience. In portraying these privileged narratives, she also questions this 

privilege with her compositional devices by subverting what at first appears to be 

the subject matter with different registers of imagery, text, humour, and an array 

of disparate surface tensions and paint applications.  

There is much here that is relevant to my research. Exclusions equals narrative 

voids—collective pasts here intersect with public memory. Johnson’s use of 

archival imagery interrogates why it is that visualisations of history still affect our 

personal thinking and collective behaviour. The perpetuated, state-sanctioned 

archival imagery and objects curated into the CE of A operate in exhibition-

context to reinforce the impervious and immutable nature of this vitrine-weighted 

exhibition.  
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Figure 42 Helen Johnson, Impotent Observer (recto, detail, verso), 2016. Image Credit M Nay 

The installation of these double-sided, heroic-scale paintings invites the viewer to 

physically move closer to examine and walk around the work. In Impotent 

Observer (2016, Figure 42), the canvas hangs like a banner resting lightly on the 

floor, physically mirroring the viewer’s connection to the ground, encouraging the 

viewer to step into the painting. There are three prominent life-sized figures, two 

sharing a private giggle, one dressed in colonial attire while the other two are 

dressed in contemporary clothes. The background is a discordant collection of 

Figure 41 Helen Johnson, Warm Ties, 2016. Installation. Image credit: M Nay  



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– 95 –  

stylised cartoon-like colonial images, treated with differing patterns and surfaces. 

The eye jumps around these registers as they push and pull for prominence. There 

is a satirical halo of text around the contemporary figures’ heads; on closer 

inspection, you notice he is also masturbating. 

The reverse side of the painting has a transcript of Peter Dutton’s 2016 outburst 

about political correctness gone mad in relation to Christmas. Johnson seductively 

demonstrates how the use of contemporary and historical imagery through 

collaging and fragmenting of space, loads seemingly unrelated painting registers 

together to disrupt the reading of an image, inviting the viewer to question, in this 

case, Australian romanticism with colonialism. She achieves a range of surface 

textures by compressing materials such as cloth, knotted threads and strings into 

wet paint. These strategies were of interest because my intention was to test and 

apply a range of painterly applications to create indexical memory classifications 

that operate as part of the re-envisioning methodologies for painting.  

Ron B Kitaj (1932–2007) was an England-based American painter, best known 

for his gestural, figurative, allegorical works that portray contemporary life via a 

reflection on art and sexuality which are loaded with historical references. Using 

methods and methodologies developed for empirical observational drawing and 

collage, he integrated the styles of Abstract Expressionism, predominately 

through his use of direct brushwork, with Pop Art. His paintings reveal complex 

compositional spaces and difficult imagery that compels an evaluation of the work 

beyond a surface-reading of obvious referents and strong formal categorising.  
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Kitaj’s work gradually reveals illusion and idiosyncratic metaphor. He 

manipulates imagery to position the viewer as allegorist, suggestively directing 

meaning. Here I align a quote from Craig Owens (1980, p. 69) which appears 

relevant in this discussion of Kitaj’s narrative and what appears to be, in an 

investigation of his work, restless, shifting and depictive impulses: ‘Allegorical 

imagery is appropriated imagery; the allegorist does not invent images but 

confiscates them. The allegorist lays claim to the culturally significant, poses as 

its interpreter.’  

The painting, Portrait of Walter Lippman (1966, Figure 43), is a dynamic and 

ranging composition containing architectural elements, figures, and distinct 

chromatic lines and tonal strips. It has filmic and montage-like qualities with 

Figure 43 Ron B Kitaj, Portrait of Walter Lippman, 1966. Oil on canvas. 183 x 218 cm 
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obscure references—four figures are superimposed and/or framed by vivacious 

colourful lines that appear to grid the work. These lines act as a conduit, shifting 

the viewer’s eye to each ‘scene’ or ‘act’. Locating figures this way, against and 

within the architectural props, appears to serve as a metaphor for psychological 

and physical dissemination between the painting’s architectural references and 

characters. 

Kitaj’s handling of the paint is poster-like and flat. The surface is crowded and the 

eye hunts for a key to engage narrative and to make spatial sense of the 

composition. The suggestion here is a general unease engendered by sudden 

contrasts between light and dark to evoke a sense of drama. The dark silhouetted 

figure in hat and trench coat carries sinister connotations: spy or ne’er-do-well. 

The female figure who shares the same scale and spatial dimension as the spy 

figure is rendered as predominantly a flat white shape. Is a proposition taking 

place in this encounter? They are separated by a bright red bar. The question here 

is: are the figures connected through narrative association or do they occupy, 

unwittingly, a parallel universe within a simultaneously locating plane, indifferent 

to each other’s physical presence? The architectural prop of the handrail, though 

painted flat and not modelled with light and dark, leads the eye up and into 

illusionary heroic space, parodying the dominant colour strips. The well-rendered 

steps and handrail are concessions to Renaissance perspective, though the space’s 

veracity is challenged by illogical spatial props, flat, gridded forms that occupy 

the very forward spatial dimension, incongruous, it seems, with the passages of 
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perspectival logic. I am left wondering if Kitaj is cynically alluding to linear 

perspective as an artifice in this work.  

This painting is an experiment in space demonstrating Kitaj’s ability to push the 

boundaries of the picture plane convention by building on a labyrinth of painterly, 

collage-like, linear interjections. The architectural props, stairs and distant 

window provide the backdrop of re-assuring elements for compositional 

integration. The configuration of colourful abstract lines, almost Mondrian-like, 

represents another plane of illusion, like a subplot, provoking questions and 

providing clues. To support this, Kitaj breaks the picture plane to engage the 

possibilities of illusionistic space. He was known to emphasise the flatness of the 

picture plane by gridding, patterning and abstracting. Furthermore, spatial 

tensions occur through the switching of scales and rendered painterly edges, 

mimicking torn and sliced shapes that appear jammed into position. The work 

appears to be a fully realised painting based on a preparatory collage mock-up. 

There is a sense of anti-virtuosity in the way the angular forms are stiffly and 

laboriously painted to give a graphic appearance. 

In this work, Kitaj shows a disregard of strictly depictive concerns, and an 

eagerness to exploit the opportunities for invention suggested by the first early 

marks. He appears to desire to respond to accident, and the triggered recognition 

in a loose mark percolating from subliminal memory—his own or from history.  

Kitaj’s use of collage, allegory and a restless engagement with private and public 

memory categories to reconcile the ‘now’ with 20th Century trauma has been a 
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conceptual and practical fillip for this research. In re-envisioning the master 

narrative of the GW at the AWM, this research has examined how fractured, near-

impossible-to-complete storylines can be analysed and deployed in painting to 

respond to the aims of this project. 

David Salle (1952–) is painter who, throughout his career, has called on the 

narrative tradition. He manipulates images by combining a variety of different 

styles, recognisable imagery, and textures. His paintings read as being composed 

of multilayered and randomly juxtaposed images, or a series of images placed on 

top of one another illogically, in combinations of appropriated and original 

imagery. The imagery he borrows from includes a number of vulgar narrative 

genres such as soft-core porn magazines, cartoons, advertising, paint-by-numbers 

kits, and needle-point designs. Salle’s paintings evoke earlier Pop Art billboard 

paintings in their fractured, flattened perspectives and collage-like compositions 

that refuse to cohere. In placing images beside one another, overlapping and 

occasionally one on top of another, Salle suggests, like Barthes, that it is up to the 

viewer to make sense of the relationships.  
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Salle’s Old Bottles (Figure 44) is comprised of distinct images brought together in 

two separate-but-attached canvases. The right panel reveals two female figures 

strolling away from the viewer between two rows of columns. Images of bottles 

appear to hold the most forward spatial plane in the composition. Snippets of 

décor and fashion elements are powerful narrative details in this work—it might 

be speculated that this is an allegorical story about consumerism or hedonism. 

Other, more disparate images—three outline drawings of figures with their heads 

in their hands—are laid informally above and against these drawings and objects. 

The associations and layering of heterogeneous elements is a disruptive strategy 

to thwart attempts at forming a fulsome narrative. My assessment here is that, 

despite difficulty in analysing a specific narrative at play, the affect in an 

engagement with this work is not lessened because of a lack of relationship or 

meaning between its parts.  

Figure 44 David Salle, Old Bottles, 1995. Oil and acrylic on canvas. 96 x 128cm 
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As has been discussed, the fractured narrative of Anzac in the consciousness of 

Australians after a hundred years requires analogous sympathetic methodologies 

to fully convey the complexity of competing elements that make up the narrative 

lines and object inventory for the paintings of this project. Old Bottles (1995) is an 

example of the concerns that, in the context of the 1980s, were complicating 

strategies that were read as a rejection of notions of artistic authenticity, 

individuality and a restating of ‘meaning’ for the emerging postmodern era. By 

imitating what are likely infinite examples towards no evident narrative objective, 

Salle’s work clearly illustrates Jameson’s principle of pastiche: ‘Art no longer 

claims modernist logic, autonomy, purity, or unity. Postmodernist art relies 

instead on ‘outside references, quoted images, and disharmony of its parts in short 

multiplicity and fragmentation’ (Olive 1985, p. 82). Olive claims too, that Salle 

purposely uses culturally charged images and techniques to prolong the resonance 

of colliding bits of information. 

William Dunning (1991, p. 231) argues that one of the major attributes of modern 

art was: ‘its transcendental tendency, and the transcendental experience is a 

monistic experience of unity, of the ‘One.’ By contrast postmodernism’s more 

intellectual interest in art as language tends to lead to binary oppositions, mirror 

categories or simply dualism.’ Dunning suggests that postmodernism’s multiple 

views might be considered in the literary world as fragmented, contrasting with 

what he refers to as the ‘monolithic cause and effect cohesiveness’ of modern art.  
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By imitating styles of countless precedents toward no obvious narrative objective, 

Salle’s work clearly illustrates Jameson’s principle of pastiche. In respect of this, 

research aimed to address these concerns in painting by representing subjects, 

particularly those borrowed from the CE of A, as slightly skewed, defamiliarized, 

and incomplete. The importance of the hundred-year hiatus between the Great 

War and the centenary of its commemoration, presented challenges in how best to 

experiment with time-tropes. For example, how could continuity be deployed via 

picturing strategies that included collage to fracture and fragment with the aim of 

undermining expected outcomes? In using too many clues or too few in 

compositional organisation, the research aimed to exacerbate a sense of 

incoherence, emphasising the Anzac legend’s imperviousness to completion. 

Employing Barthes activated viewing principles here, the viewer was thus left to 

attempt to fill in the story. 

Kai Althoff (1966–) is a German multimedia artist. Research investigates 

Althoff’s painting and its significance in the ways it informed painting in this 

project. The work I analyse is a mixed media painting, its representation a group 

of First World War Prussian soldiers violently assaulting a man, maybe a soldier, 

maybe a civilian. This work, Untitled (Figure 45), was significant for the way it 

prompted an experimentation with mixed media for preparatory studies and final 

painting. Of particular significance was Althoff’s selection of specific media, and 

the methods of application used to enhance the representations of violence and 

shock. Althoff utilises the mnemonic potential of painting to weave together 

hybrid tableaux, conflating personal stories with collective events. His characters 
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inhabit imaginary worlds that serve as allegories for human experience and 

emotion. The compositions most interesting for this research are the paintings that 

evoke the First World War, strategically recalling the style and draughtsmanship 

of such early 20th Century German artists as George Grosz and Kathe Kollwitz.  

 

 

Althoff’s diminutive painting, Untitled, just 50 centimetres square, is a mixed 

paint-media composition on canvas. In configuring the subject via collage, 

Althoff has maintained the collagic index of the preparatory study in the 

completed painting. What appear to be creases from folding are carefully media-

voided lines that act like a grid. This compositional device, like the related 

Figure 45 Kai Althoff, Untitled, 2002. Lacquer, paper, watercolour and varnish on canvas. 50 x 50cm  
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techniques of montaging and collaging, have been popular since the early 1910s 

among artists from Pablo Picasso to Kurt Schwitters, and into the mid- and late-

20th Century with artists such as Robert Rauschenberg and Ron Kitaj. Beyond the 

formality of this Mondrian-like strategy of composition, the panel-making process 

of gridding provides non-illusionistic breaks. The delineated spaces can be used to 

convey comparison and variation, but it also allows the physical making of the 

painting a duration for didactic narrative or purposes. The graphic structure of the 

grid can be employed as a disruptive device to interfere with a complete or 

holistic reading of the content. This encourages the eye to move from panel to 

panel, revealing ideas. In purely pictorial terms, interaction occurs between the 

surface orientation of the grid outline, each frame presenting its image in varying 

degrees of illusion.  

Turning to a content analysis of Untitled, Althoff’s Prussian soldiers engage in 

violent sexual assault, their carnal motives manifested under the anonymity of 

uniform and martial authority. The scene reads like theatre, framed in a stage-like 

clearing, one attacker barely leaving the ‘wings’, adding to the immediacy and 

feeling of opportunism in this act. I am reminded of Georg Grosz’s depictions of 

Berlin’s World War One underworld: deplorable action is staged for consensual 

pleasure. Here, Althoff renders this violence in the haze of folk-tale fantasy, the 

birch forest and the wolf are referents to this genre. The subject of this painting 

deals with the sexual violence of war, the attendant categories to which are 

atrocity and barbarism. These are the horrifying facts of war, and, as a category in 

factual history, are missing from the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac. Charles 
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Bean, in his Official History of Australia in the Great War, gives accounts of 

atrocity, the summary executions of captured Germans by the AIF, and the 

agreement by troops, before attacks, to show no mercy and take no prisoners. 

Althoff reintroduces a peripheral and distasteful subject of war couched as a dark 

historical fable. Painted in transient craft material, he achieves an historical 

authority. By inferring documentary style, he is able to transform and elevate his 

photographic source-images into a cryptic sign and powerful emblem. Althoff 

energises the avantgarde preoccupation with the peripheral narrative in this 

work—this is a taboo in the history of warfare. Atrocity as a subject in Official 

War Art commissioning is not seen in the general collection of war paintings at 

the AWM and certainly not in representations of Anzacs in the CE of A. The 

dimension of atrocity is powerfully represented in Untitled and has motivated 

experimentation with the peripheral subjects of trauma and violence in painting 

for this research.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I have defined the field to which this project contributes—war 

painting—and introduced key artists from this field, describing why their work is 

apposite to this investigation. I have identified key theorists and material 

concerning post-memory and intergenerational trauma, and related the 

significance of these terms and theories to the project aims. These theories have 

been aligned with artists who visualised these trauma categories as either pointed 

public critiques or private subjective declarations (through painting, video, 
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performance or installation) to produce, importantly for this research, 

combinations of both. I did this by dividing artists into three groups identifying 

their different approaches to addressing war, trauma and post-memory. As a 

consequence of analysing these relationships, I was able to initiate and develop 

narratives different to those currently exhibited. This was effective in the 

production of paintings whose subjects augment those promulgated in current 

depictions in the CE of A.  

In selecting appropriate painters, installation and film artists work to analyse, I 

was mindful of several concerns relevant to the investigation. Firstly, I considered 

their contribution as war artists and the ways these painters negotiated the 

limitations of their commissioning briefs tied to history painting. Secondly, I 

chose painters whose work offered insights into such methods as collage and 

photography in the preparation for advanced-stage painterly iterations. Finally, I 

was interested in painters who adapted the techniques of collage, and the 

application of photographic material, to mediate such principles as space and time 

in ground-breaking strategies to produce exemplar paintings of allegorical 

narrative. 

My selection of installation and film artists was based on the peripheral issues for 

this project that included the significance of centenary dates, museum display 

strategies, the phenomena of objects, and the identification of the links between 

personal and national mythologies. These conceptual aspects directed studio 

experiments, specifically the selection of objects and their location in developing 
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collages and paintings. Furthermore several of these artists draw attention to the 

particular details of the effects of trauma and time on the human body and objects 

via indexicality in the present as seen in the discussed work by Boltanski. The 

themes of trauma and repair was discussed in the work of Gross and Attia. Gross’ 

use of narrative non-fiction, where he inserted himself into the character of his 

grandfather in the movie Passchendaele (2008), highlighted the familial 

dimension of this research and how it is possible to build narrative from the 

snippets of family oral histories intersected with significant national GW battle 

narratives.  

I have added to this field by creating a suite of works using personal and public 

artefacts to convey the trauma associated with war. Through the use of collage 

and careful placement of objects in composition, I have deployed allegory in its 

postmodern form. To support this strategy, I have employed the theory of pastiche 

in the rendering of targeted objects, the result being a unique methodology in the 

devising of paintings to re-envision and transmit the traumatic legacy of the GW.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I discuss the development of the paintings and the ways in which 

contextual concerns influenced my decisions for generating picturing strategies. 

In the analysis of the work, I discuss the roles of the key methodologies I used in 

the studio: drawing, photographed images of the architectural features/exhibition 

details of the CE of A, and collage. These experiments were accompanied by 

regular visits to the AWM to review specific exhibits and architectural spaces. 

Habitual assessment of the CE of A, locating and confirming narrative intervals 

and understatements in the chronological structuring of the exhibition, was central 

to my process. Significantly, these visits provided opportunities to home-in on the 

minutiae of curatorial narrative in an ongoing assessment of the developing 

dynamic of private memory and its role in providing alternate subjects to those in 

the master narrative. This was key to the paintings ultimately addressing the 

primary research questions. These I reiterate here: 

• How can painting re-envision the master narrative of Anzac and add to the 

embedded ideologies of the Great War in their current depictions at the 

Australian War Memorial? 

• How can painting be used to convey the trauma experienced by those who 

served in the Great War beyond the history-weighted subject paintings 

exhibited in the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac? 
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• How, after one hundred years, can familial witness experiences and 

subsequent traumatic legacies of the Great War be addressed by painting 

to contribute more broadly to public memory? 

I used journal drawing and photography to informally render the exhibited mise 

en scène and the objects on-site to aid in later studio experiments. These 

combined the primary methods in the search for combinations to produce 

methodologies as starting points for the painting. I discuss these through exemplar 

paintings of my research process in the studio. 

I considered my walk-through visits to the AWM to be a key component in the 

research methodology, as it was through these visits that I was able to familiarise 

myself with the space and garner images of the internal and external architectural 

features, exhibition details, mise en scène, vitrines and objects. With this material 

I was able to construct early project collages to develop small suites of au premier 

coup acrylic paintings. The paintings were experiments in finding appropriate 

relationships between the flow-spaces in the exhibition and the exhibition 

elements themselves. As a result of these early tests, I pitted my interest in Hans 

Hoffman’s suspicion of illusionary depth in pictorial space, as discussed in 

Changing Images of Pictorial Space (Dunning 1991), against Anselm Kiefer’s 

position on narrative function to assist in making decisions on a conceptual and 

theoretical position for the future development of painting for the project. 

Additionally, this first strategising for painting from the initial methodology of 
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engagement with the AWM allowed me to visualise, reimagine and create context 

for objects, lighting and scale-manipulation, and a range of reference points.  

Importantly, a relationship was forming between collage and painting, which I 

discuss in relationship to the bodies of work that developed as a consequence of 

this first testing of both the exhibition space of the CE of A and the architectural 

structure of the AWM. To maintain the allegorical thread (see Chapter One on 

allegory), I selected subjects from the public memory space of the AWM, together 

with the narrative objects of private memory, and mediated these into the 

developing collage structures. Thus, I was able to develop collage strategies to 

begin a critique of the master narrative. This became the primary re-envisioning 

strategy for the project. With collages, I was able to explore the compositional 

dynamic that exists within the intersecting trajectories of private, public and 

political memory—these subjects inform the compositions of the final paintings.  

Following this introduction, I discuss and locate specific works I consider to be 

exemplars of the four stages of the developing studio work. These final works 

define the seminal aspects of the research hypothesis. Discussed here are the 

paintings that shaped project outcomes, shifting and refining the thinking of the 

research.  

Photography, drawing and collage, and the way I used them in combinations, 

became the strategies that I used to realise my project aims. Furthermore, from 

these key methods I developed compositional devices for final paintings that 

included: multiple perspectives, juxtapositions, confused, overlapping and 
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incomplete spatial treatments, notations referencing unfinished stories; and 

subjects that pulled apart the façade—the outer layer of the hegemonic Anzac 

narrative of the CE of A. 

The primary methods chosen to initiate the development of methodologies for this 

inquiry were: engaging with/witnessing the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac, and 

drawing, collage, and photography. These were tested to develop methodologies 

for using painting to convey the GW trauma categories of physical injury, grief 

from bereavement, and post-memory trauma. 

Method 1 – Drawing 

 

 

Drawing proved useful and efficient for documenting, via quick schema, the CE 

of A. It was the initial method employed in visualising a subjective response to 

objects, and for re-envisioning how objects, drawn from both private and public 

inventories, might coalesce in a re-imagined idiosyncratic context. The drawn 

mark, in a journal, may anticipate and inform the style of first-thought mark-

Figure 46 M Nay, Journal drawing: Wardrobe and 

AWM, 2018. Felt-tip on A4 cartridge 

Figure 47 M Nay, Journal drawing: 

Toward Skeletons in the  

Wardrobe, 2019.  

Felt-tip on A4 cartridge 
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making in the painting—helping evolve the palimpsest in Owens’ influencing 

layering theories of contemporary allegory in narrative painting. 

 

Method 2 – Photography 

Photography provided initial ‘proof-recording’ for later follow-up studio 

prompting, and furnished excellent images for use as collage elements. I 

acknowledged, early in the project, the limited recall memory-capacity of a 

photograph. The photograph provided starting points for details and clues for the 

sensory manipulation needed in painting and exceled as a method in providing 

images for the methodology of bifurcation. Further, I found that the subject in a 

photograph could be rendered in paint, utilising paint’s material sensuality, 

tactility, and atmospheric qualities to transmit fading memory and analogue era 

memory.  

Figure 48 M Nay, Fatal Projectile Injury to the Head of Roland Fenton together with Death Penny and the Red 

Baron, 2020. Dipping brush and ink over acrylic wash on paper 
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Importantly, I found that the act of painting reversed the photograph’s claim to 

instantaneity. Painting for this project required at times painstaking and artisanal 

intensity—I found that the time required to develop this body of painting became, 

in itself, a metaphor for the act of reminiscence. Where photography can be used 

as a form of documentary and evidentiary imagery, painting is used in this 

research to develop a layered palimpsest of themes and visual ideas which keep 

building on one another. 

Method 3 – Collage 

Collage was selected for its disruptive fracturing of the linear in narrative, and its 

colliding and juxtaposing of the disparate public and private memory elements 

used in the research. Collage can create paradoxes, analogous here with the 

paradoxes in the myth of Anzac, its signs and signifiers. Collage can be used to 

indicate the likely impossibility of ever getting these ‘things’ to cohere, and, 

unlike the CE of A, this re-envisioning will not be about a neat narrative. Collage 

can represent violence; the violence of tearing and cutting in the initial collaging 

Figure 49 Polished and reflective stone 

wall, CE of A. Image credit: M Nay 

Figure 50 Damaged German helmet and damaged 

Lewis gun barrel, CE of A. Image credit: M Nay 
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can be transferred convincingly, if done expertly, during the painting stage. 

Collage can be savage and abstract. Collaging was the dominant picturing strategy 

used in the conceptualising for the production of imagery and compositional 

studies for the paintings in this project. I constructed collages from shards of torn, 

ripped and at times carefully excised photographic images, testing various 

tensions brought on by the jamming of elements from the past with the present 

(within and without the architectural setting of the AWM). This collaging strategy 

of juxtaposing elements established a push and pull in composition, declared the 

hegemonic narrative of the CE of A to be a contested space. Subjects from visual 

stock introduced this way became active narrative elements, introduced to address 

master narrative subject intervals, and a highlighting compositional strategy that 

conceded to the overwhelming, fractured and evolving story of Anzac. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

From early 2018, I experimented with conflating the elements of private and 

public memory in preparation for follow-up paintings. The composite object-form 

in Figure 53 is a collage test where I brought together a damaged Brodie helmet, a 

Figure 51 M Nay, Bullecourt Diorama with 

Mincing Blade, 2020. Collage 

Figure 52 M Nay, Now, Then and Before. Old 

Digger and Gallipoli Pinnace, 2020. Collage 



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– 115 –  

trope in the public memory of the GW, a fragment of a French Connection 

baseball cap (circa 2017), and a degraded colour print of a 1930s Australian 

Akubra-made Fedora hat.  

 

 

 

 

Along with the bifurcated composite of Normie Rowe and myself in Figure 54, 

they form part of the collage suite that attempted to combine various timeframes 

as a response to the challenge of finding ways to make mutable the immutable 

objects in the vitrine-setting presentations of the CE of A. This experiment in 

conflating elements in ways that connect the past with the present underscores the 

relevance of this method as a visual response to these centenary commemorative 

events. This development in my collaging shifted readings of specific ‘signs’, 

towards questioning and challenging what is ‘signified’. The shift in collaging 

was in response to my research into Craig Owens’ theory on allegory in a 

postmodern context and, critically for these collages, Frederic Jameson’s position 

on the role of pastiche in narrative painting—further supported by my study of the 

time and space amalgam promulgated by Dunning.  

Figure 53 M Nay, Collage study, 2019 Figure 54 M Nay, Collage study, 2017 
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The various headwear elements that signify particular historical fashion moments 

in Collage study 2019, Figure 53, indicates here: A - youth, B - military service 

and, C - civilian life (after the GW). The themes of these works draw on the 

family stories handed down through two generations relating to Roland Fenton’s 

death during the War and William Howarth’s life after the War. It is understood 

within the family that Roland Fenton died of an injury to the head, either by bullet 

or shrapnel, during the Second Battle of Bullecourt, France, on 3 May 1917.  

In Collage study 2017, Figure 54, I allude to the societal-fracturing conscription 

debates that punctuated Australian political history throughout the 20th Century. I 

show myself here with the ‘innocent’ Normie Rowe, before his Vietnam service, 

snippets of the Simpson and his Donkey (aka A Man and His Donkey) sculpture at 

the AWM, and the generic ‘modal grandfather’, older Australian men—taken 

from photograph stills of 1960s documentaries—that stand in here for my 

grandfather, William Howarth who was repatriated to Australia with 

debridements to his feet at the close of 1917.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 55 M Nay, Collage study, 2017 Figure 56 M Nay, Collage study, 2017 
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I have discussed the use of the familial narratives of the ex-centric ‘characters’, 

my grandfather, William Howarth, and great uncle, Roland Fenton, in my project 

aims (see Chapter One: Central Argument). These men and their stories of service 

in the AIF during 1916–17 on the Western Front, I propose, provide a fuller and 

alternative dimension to the witness experience of this war than that in the 

existing controlled hegemonic narrative. I produced collages constructed from the 

unique ‘stock’ of acquired materials that represent the GW service of my 

grandfather and great uncle, together with the architectural frame of the AWM 

and the analogous elements of both public and personal memories. Together with 

the elements that support the veracity of my private memories, I have produced a 

unique amalgam of subjects in my collages to inform a painterly aesthetic as a 

response to the Great War. Figure 55 and Figure 56 are examples of the 

progression in collaging, dating back to the first months of research, whereby I 

brought the hard-space architectural elements of the AWM together with 

figurative elements of myself and others to imply both private memories of visits 

to this place and the phantasmagorical dimension of the space.  

This early method of collaging addressed a research question: How, after one 

hundred years, can familial witness experiences and subsequent traumatic legacies 

of the Great War be addressed by painting to contribute more broadly to public 

memory? Further, what strategies for the use of paint are appropriate for 

highlighting the inadequacy of this space to satisfactorily mediate private memory 

with the powerful hegemonic public memory of the CE of A and the intersecting 

trajectories of private and public memory? Collage study 2017, Figure 56, is a 
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seven-piece element collage, located and glue-attached to an A3 format board. 

This collaging approach became my standard up to and into 2020. What I have 

brought together in this collage study are pulp elements and photographic imagery 

conflating the emotionally fractured narratives of the life of entertainer Normie 

Rowe.23 I use Rowe’s story to highlight the unrest and unresolved societal trauma 

that lingered in Australia into the 1970s concerning conscription, the origins of 

which were the 1916 and 1917 plebiscites on conscription for service overseas in 

the AIF. I highlight an emotionally charged Rowe in this collage by locating a 

black and white snippet of a photographic still from one of Rowe’s pre-Vietnam-

service television performances—conflating it here with a snippet of a colour still 

from a 1990s daytime television variety program where a spontaneous fight 

erupted between Rowe and the shock-jock Ron Casey.  

I contrast the imagery of the Rowe narrative with snippets of culturally charged 

images from the 1960s that, in contrast to the Rowe images, reveal the mundanity 

of suburban living, which for me is a strong memory of that era. The indifferent 

‘modal grandfather’24 figure placed next to the emotive younger Rowe is a 

character whose untreated shell-shock symptoms and subsequent traumatic 

 

23 Rowe was conscripted, contentiously, into the Australian Army and served a tour of duty in 
Vietnam in 1968. 
24 Fussell (1975, p. 322) observes a phenomenon in writing after World War Two: ‘a general 
tendency to react most strongly against the mode immediately preceding, and a return to some of 
the standards of the modal grandfather.’ 
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experiences are visited on following generations. I used the modal grandfather in 

early project picturing and less so as the project shifted in ways that I believed 

were more favourable in the picturing of traumatic legacies. No facial expressions 

other than stoicism and vapidity are depicted in figurative representations in the 

CE of A. Gross facial injuries, indexical evidence of bodily trauma and written 

accounts of Shell-shock are deployed in the CE of A.  

From the methods selected to initiate the studio testing, I developed 

methodologies to inform painting to directly address the re-envisioning aim of this 

project to enrich and complement the existing narrative of Anzac in its current 

representation at the AWM. These methodologies have introduced unique 

alignments of peripheral, ex-centric Anzac service narratives with those of the 

master narrative.   
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Methodology 1 – Bifurcating; the division of space into two domains 

 

 

 

 

Towards the end of the middle phase of the project, and as a consequence of 18 

months of collaging, I composed a suite of collaged works for which I cut and 

tore single elements in half. It seemed to me that much of the Australian public 

memory experience of the GW was premised on clear divisions, notably the 

polarised groups of the yes and no vote for conscription, the before Gallipoli and 

after Gallipoli enlistment phenomenon, and the surviving or dying in service 

narrative. Popular in the photography of the GW was the before and after battle 

image—for best effect, shown together, as in Figure 57. To volunteer or not was 

sometimes illustrated in the emotive active and passive postures of the volunteer 

and shirker, as seen in Figure 58, the poster bifurcated by a bright red slash, 

backgrounding a guilt-inducing text. Ultimately it was the violence of 

Figure 57 Bifurcated photograph of Western Front 

GW battlefield 

Figure 58 Poster showing the bifurcated choice 

of men during the GW 
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technological warfare in the Great War that tore, or bifurcated, limb from torso, 

brain from skull, and thus used analogously in the collaging for this project in a 

tearing and ripping action. Figure 59 illustrates the bifurcation of whites from 

‘others’ of various colours. The implication here was the threat that non-European 

Asian workers would take the jobs of the white Australian males fighting and 

dying overseas, therefore establishing communities of non-European peoples in 

Australia during and beyond the war. This method of tearing in two I call 

‘bifurcation’.  

Initially I practised bifurcation in collage to create simultaneous views of the two 

sides of the ’Fair Dinkum’ medal-set, namely the British War Medal, and the 

Allied Victory Medal (Figure 60). These medals are connotative signs and, in my 

painting and theoretical arguments, stand in for something other than their 

deployment in the CE of A. These medals represent the late-stage service of the 

Fair Dinkum volunteers, including my familial forebears. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 59 GW propaganda leaflet  Figure 60 M Nay, Bifurcated medal set 
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In my re-envisioning of these two medals, I see a simple tearing-in-two as a 

metaphor for the polarisation of Australian society, particularly the issue of the 

plebiscites on conscription during 1916–17. The tearing process allowed not only 

a simultaneous reading of front and back, but also a sense of multiple moments in 

history, a time before and during the war, and a time during and after it. This 

visual play on time supports Dunning’s theories on Cubism and the warping of 

time as a recent phenomenon, unsettling the dominating Renaissance conventions 

of space in a way unthinkable in western pictorial space before the start of the 20th 

Century.  

 

 

 

 

The bifurcation in the collaging for Collage study 2018 (Figure 61) implies the 

traumatic wrench between military service and home-life. The bifurcating 

processes in the second Collage study 2018 (Figure 62) implies the distancing of 

military service in the later stages of the War, evidenced here with just the British 

War and Victory medals. The figure is faceless—this is analogous to the 

anonymity of my forebears, and many thousands like them, in the missing 

representation of their remarkable mid-to-late volunteer enlistment stories. 

Figure 61 M Nay, Collage study, 2018 Figure 62 M Nay, Collage study, 2018 
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Methodology 2 – Collaging drawn and photographed elements: A 
distillation and search for coherence 

The discussion here concerns the final methodology undertaken in the preparation 

for paintings that bring together the elements of collage and drawing. In Collage 

study 2018 (Figure 63), I conflated a schematic line drawing of the northern 

façade of the C E W Bean Building at the AWM below an imagined ruinous 

dome. A hatched drawing of an Australian 1st AIF jacket and webbing appears to 

hover in an ambiguous setting, an interior CE of A view morphed with a simple 

delineated exterior elevation of the C E W Bean Building in the greater complex 

of the AWM. I highlighted the slit window in this structure, which in my 

imagining is a menacing eye and drawn here as such. The contemporary structure, 

in its parasitic association with the original building, has an uncanny and 

unfortunate similarity with the look of German block-houses colloquially referred 

to, because of their shape, as ‘pillboxes’—the machine-guns of which killed many 

Australians in the act of capturing and silencing them.  

I pose a question for the first time concerning the spatial ambiguity of 

interior/exterior space in this work. This represents a shift in the project 

development where the fracturing of the GW narrative is tested as a primarily 

collage-based methodology and here supported by a function where space is 

delineated by line in ways that allude to interior and exterior AWM architectural 

features simultaneously.  
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The ability to conflate these aspects of architecture emerged as a consequence of 

the intimate knowledge I gained from my many visits to the memorial, and is 

sharpened here to test AWM architectural features as a frame for follow-up 

paintings. I experiment for the first time with conjoining, via bifurcated tearing, a 

pen line drawing with a shard of a photographic print of a mud-spattered tunic 

exhibited in the CE of A. The intersection ‘zone’ is a buffering element, a related 

supportive photographic image of a civilian striped vest. The stripe parodies the 

line marks of the drawn area, the vest itself representing civilian existence 

possibly implying a life before or after the war.  

Collage study 2018, Figure 64, is a line drawing of a pair of lower legs. My aim 

here was to use drawing to compose an exhibit-style display-piece vignette. Mud 

and puttees (wrapped leggings) are a GW uniform trope. The protruding rotting 

toe is the reference to my grandfather’s trench foot and subsequent debridements. 

The drawing responds to a primary objective in the way that it visualises a subject 

of the intersection of private and public memory. The cut-off legs are analogous 

to amputation, a surgical trope of the GW in public memory. I located a 

Figure 63 M Nay, Collage study, 2018 Figure 64 M Nay, Collage study, 2018 
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photographic element of the leg of the Fromelles Digger (2008) by sculptor Peter 

Corlett, excising it carefully and placing it in the top of the composition. I did this 

to imply the ambiguity of ascension (death) and the recovery of the wounded from 

the battlefield. The photographic element contrasts with the gestural rendering of 

the legs, nearly but not quite touching the severed edge of the drawn left leg. This 

is a spatial and rendering tension that I exploited in later collaging and painting. 

This test supported the use of drawing and photography in composition for the 

planning of a painting composition. I will now discuss the final paintings, which I 

have divided into four groups, outlining how each group draws on particular 

methods and methodologies to communicate research aims. 

Group 1 – Entering, encountering, and engagements with the Australian 
War Memorial  

My initial aim was to produce a suite of acrylic and oil paintings that responded to 

collages constructed from shards of photographs and drawings of the CE of A and 

the greater AWM. Within the architectural space, I tested the placement of figures 

and objects, including the modal grandfather figure, other times myself, and 

occasionally figures copied from archival photographs. Objects were sourced 

from private memory archives and the collection of the AWM in order to respond 

to post-memory, which was a primary theoretical consideration for subject 

selection and compositional organisation. Painting Study 2017 (Figure 65) is the 

first painting on canvas produced in response to a collage, the dominant element 

of private memory in this work is latent trauma. It uses the architecture of the 

AWM as a framing device, a ‘styled’ and painterly representation of the visiting 
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figures at the CE of A—a photographic element from the CE of A, a quizzical 

Turkish soldier, and an out-of-scale register AWM object-element, an AIF boot. 

 

 

The symbolism of the boot as a metaphor for the representation of private trauma-

memory is explained in Chapter One. Briefly, the renderings of ‘boot’ represent 

the service and post-war narrative of my grandfather, William Howarth. The boot 

is represented in collages, drawings and paintings as an army boot, or an 

orthopaedic boot worn post-war due to injuries from trench foot, and an imagined 

boot or shoe worn before the war. Painting study 2017 (Figure 65) is an acrylic on 

canvas composite collaged work. Multiple painted elements from various studio 

tests, combining flat block colour shapes with descriptive AWM architectural 

features, loosely framing figures in a primarily vertical structure, are conflated in 

this work. I have utilised figurative elements in registers that challenge logical 

Figure 65 M Nay, Painting study, 2017. Acrylic on canvas. 1.8 x 1.5m 
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spatial reading. The boot, in elevation, dominates the pictorial space, which is 

countered by incongruously placed figures: a pair of exhibition visitors; rendered 

historical figures, one, a dominatrix, circa 1960s, the other a Turkish soldier, circa 

1915. In a second phase image development test, the human body is introduced 

into the collages, including my own and others’. This recomposes the architectural 

space, revealing a range of relationships in the engagement of ‘self’ and ‘others’, 

with and in the emerging signature compositions relating to the AWM and, more 

specifically, the exhibition galleries of the CE of A. 

My initial strategising for this painting was to test the relationship between the 

public representation of traumatic history and familial private trauma by collaging 

together image fragments of both categories. This tested and documented the 

relationship—through walking, passing and pausing, or étape pour un, French for 

‘a step for one’—that existed between my movement through the exhibition 

galleries of the CE of A and its counterpoint, the fixed ‘hard space’ of the AWM.  

The AWM draws on its resources in its role as memorial, museum and archive to 

populate Australians’ shared cultural memory concerning the myth of Anzac. The 

gormless stares and the lazy stances of the visitors/spectators in Painting study 

2017 (Figure 65) are rendered seemingly impervious to the exerting fascination 

and influence of this contemporary mythologising of Anzac. I chose to render 

these figures ‘affectless’, an oppositional device to my own ‘affect’ in this same 

space; the heightened vigilance, the phenomenon of countless visits to the AWM, 

and it now being the centre of this research enquiry. Importantly, this work was 
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the first painting developed and executed in response to my 40-year obsessing 

about this institution and my desperation for it to give up its secrets to help me 

understand the trauma visited on my family by the Great War. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

My work here draws upon the abrupt disjuncture of image elements, preserved 

through the iterative development phase and sustained until the completion of the 

painting. This method of working introduced a slightly unnerving and jarring 

quality that supported a key question: How can painting visualise the traumatic 

legacies of the GW witness experiences on following generations? This process 

faithfully preserves the ‘weaving’ together of personal and private histories and 

memories.  

Figure 66 M Nay, AWM visitors, 2017 Figure 67 Dominatrix and submissive. Source TBC 

Figure 68 M Nay, Collage, 2017 
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New meaning here is the revelation of hitherto unrecognised themes that have 

significance in contemporary Australian public memory but have only been 

brought to light by the investigation of ex-centric narratives and service stories of 

the subordinate characters of private memory. In response to the project aim of 

representing in painting the trauma visited on the familial descendants of 

witnesses to the GW, I include here a vintage image of a dominatrix and her 

submissive (Figure 67). Originally located in the preparatory collage, I reproduce 

it here in acrylic as a metaphor for the shell-shocked veteran GW trope. The 

veteran is represented in this painting as the darkly secretive, sexually predilected 

character assuaging his guilt. Further, he operates in my painting as the guilt-

ridden modal grandfather, tragic survivor figure that I used in several works from 

this time. 

Figures in the project painting were primarily used as a contrasting test to assert a 

set of approaches in representing a figure within architectural space. This strategy 

of inserting figures into the provisional architectural settings of the AWM was 

used to lever against the strong influence of Salle in my thinking to this point. As 

a response to Salle’s use of concurrent slippages of tense: the past, future and 

prehistory, that are simultaneously apparent, Painting Study 2017 (Figure 65) 

recasts a vintage image bleached of colour and described best as a black and white 

rendering to direct and place the viewer in the present tense of the past.  

This painting is a particular studio test whereby I compartmentalised the images 

that make up the fragmentary memories of my childhood, memories of my 
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grandfather, and the stories about my great uncle. The groupings comprise images 

that reflect the fragmentary snippets of memories that have become woven into 

the fabric of family oral history. The collective catalogue of images that comprise 

the private memory was drawn on to provide the object groupings, spaces, and 

mise en scène in the compositional structuring to maximise the allegorical 

effectiveness of the work. The subject elements for Painting Study 2017 (Figure 

65) were transposed from the preparatory collage onto the canvas via drawing and 

‘gridding up’. Piero della Francesca’s painting, The Flagellation of Christ (1468–

70, Figure 69) is a relevant example to discuss here, as it triggered methodological 

thinking for the image development methods for Collage study 2017. The 

Flagellation is a painting that has held a particular fascination for me since my 

early days at art school. I draw attention here to the flattened shapes that represent 

the spaces of Piero’s obsession with naturalistic recession into space. I co-opt, in 

my work, both the shapes in the spaces of lineal perspective, and flat, theatre-style 

scenery—flat shapes that delineate forward and mid space.  

 
 

My use of the collage shard in Collage study 2017 (Figure 70) provides 

orthogonal lines of perspective via the edge of the collage shapes that also 

Figure 69 Piero della Francesca, The Flagellation 

of Christ, 1468–70. Tempera on wood panel 

 

Figure 70 M Nay, Collage study, 2017 
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produce abrupt discontinuance in the literal reading of the space. The 

compositional space is fractured, elements become dissociative in a single-

viewpoint reading of this work. The odd bifurcation of the pictorial space through 

the placement of the architectural structures in The Flagellation was influential in 

my early decision-making for compositions. It is not a single coherent image; 

instead it is a presentation of multiple compositions in a fractured spatial and 

psychologically charged environment. The three figurative spaces I constructed in 

Painting Study 2017 (Figure 65) show the figure of the dominatrix facing across 

and down, the two visitor characters stare back into the fractured space of the 

compositional frame, while simultaneously the Turkish soldier stares 

unselfconsciously back at the viewer. The mildly ambiguous framing of the 

outside and inside space in The Flagellation interested me in the ways that 

architecture might be adapted in picturing strategies for simultaneous interior and 

exterior views. How to adapt and refine this strategy in the representation of dual 

space reveals itself in late project examples in collage and painting. I discuss this, 

with examples, later in this chapter.  
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In Painting Study 2017 (Figure 65), I introduced a representation of the modal 

grandfather as a compositional character, a metaphor for my grandfather, William 

Howarth. As previously outlined, this was my first studio test in an attempt to 

embody and represent psychological trauma (here being survivor-guilt) of the 

repatriated shell-shocked Great War veteran. Reconfigured vitrine for ‘Pompey’ 

Elliot (2017, Figure 71) is the second key work for the project and first oil on 

canvas. My aim in using oil paint was to progress the material characteristics of 

opacity and transparency that I had become familiar with over many years of use. 

Further, using oil paint contrasted my use of acrylic paint in Painting Study 2017, 

in which paint was applied without added media to create the limited painterly 

effects that exist between stain, and flat, impenetrable opaque screeding. This 

strategy tested the emotional potency of the imagery without implicating paint as 

Figure 71 M Nay, Reconfigured vitrine for ‘Pompey’ Elliot, 2017. Oil on canvas. 3 x 1.8m  
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an unintentional glamorising effect. The use of a range of media available for oil 

paint, in particular for late painting glazing, was the aim of using oil paint for this 

work. Locating and deploying glazes, in which I suspended bright transparent 

colours, allowed for a developing use of implied theatrical light that mimicked, in 

this case, the digital lighting effects used in the CE of A.  

The CE of A contains a glass cabinet featuring a sanctioned modal grandfather 

narrative. The ‘character’ chosen in this representation is that of Australian Major 

General Harold ‘Pompey’ Elliot. Eliot was a much-loved and highly popular AIF 

officer. The exhibit features an oil portrait of Elliot, as well as his service jacket 

and slouch hat. What is not revealed in the attendant information is Elliot’s 

suicide. He was diagnosed with ‘a definite form of nervous disorder’25 and 

admitted to hospital after attempting to gas himself. His older sister had 

committed suicide, as had a niece. His brother had been killed earlier on the 

Western Front. Elliot took his own life by opening the veins in his wrist with a 

shaving razor on 23 March 1931. The violence and trauma of the GW has limits 

in its depiction in the CE of A. In my planning for and execution in painting in 

early research, I familiarised myself with these limits and the standards of shock 

and affront in the public memorialising space. I was not constrained by such 

limits in my planning for subjects for painting. Together with my collaging 

strategies that included ripping, tearing and slashing to produce collage shards, I 

 

25 A term used post-War to describe shell shock; PTSD in contemporary jargon. 
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was able to produce imagery and form that communicated a next-level violence, 

repudiating the constrained observance of sensitivities—in this case, the redaction 

within the master narrative of facts deemed distasteful.  

  

To test a limit in the depiction of violence and its relationship to transgenerational 

trauma, I constructed a five-piece collage to complete the Pompey Elliot narrative. 

Elliot narrowly escaped death at Lone Pine, Gallipoli on 8 August 1915. The man 

beside him was shot dead, splashing Elliot from head to foot with blood and 

brains. Collage Ear on Boot (2017, Figure 73) shows a shard from a photographic 

image of my face, shoulder and ear against a similarly toned and coloured 

photograph of the boot of Pompey Elliot (from the collection of the AWM). The 

face on the boot is analogous to the often-documented GW phenomenon of 

witnesses observing and or receiving a devasting injury. Being covered in brains 

and blood, or punctured by the bones of others was a common occurrence caused 

by grievous ‘shrapnel’ injuries. Artillery accounted for the greatest loss of 

Australian lives in the GW. This narrative constitutes sub-texts in the violence-to-

Figure 72 General Elliot uniform and vignette Figure 73 M Nay, Ear on Boot, 2017. Collage 
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memory-to-trauma subject-garnering and depiction in my research. The 

juxtaposing of horrific imagery excised violently from original contexts and 

redeployed in visually jarring associations in composition was an initial picturing 

strategy that here, in Collage Ear on Boot, is consolidated. 

This is a development and a progression of the initial use of the modal grandfather 

strategy. The allegorical effectiveness in the image associations in developing 

work, I believe benefits from the deployment of time elements, such as the 

Normie Rowe character seen here in the far right-hand side. Further, Rowe is an 

allegorical element in the polemical space of the heated Vietnam War 

conscription debate in Australia during the 1960s, and has since become a 

spokesperson for the rights of returned Vietnam War veterans. Conscription and 

volunteerism is the major understated and narrative void in the CE of A. 

Conscription and volunteerism share the memory trajectories of both private and 

public memory implicated in this research.  

The use of the modal grandfather figure, in its various deployments in space, time, 

allegory and metaphor, became the counterpoint for the introduction and 

deployment of the object. It was in the middle stages of this investigation that I 

tested objects and their ability to stand in for corporeality in painted composition. 

The CE of A has, I believe, an over-representation of objects damaged by the 

gross industrial violence of unlimited industrial war. The exhibition is almost 

fetishized with these object-examples. The ludicrous contrast between the 

ineffectual technology for protecting the body against the ordnance directed at it 
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evokes a melancholic if not a bewildered response. This curatorial strategy is in 

itself a tacit, reinforcing, traumatic reminder of the third assault, after the assaults 

on body and mind: against the emotional wellbeing of the War’s survivors. 

Group 2 – The mix: The collision of witness trauma in public and private 
memory 

The next work, Re-imagined AWM Gallery (2017, Figure 74), is an oil painting of 

a gallery space within the CE of A containing a glass vitrine and the suggestion of 

objects. This work is 1.83 metres high and 1.6 metres wide. It is a direct painted 

response to an exclusively photograph-based collage. The composition includes 

images of flow spaces within the CE of A, and a range of architectural features, 

including hidden ceiling structures and a snippet of the Lone Pine diorama. I have 

incorporated a conglomerate form made up of various AIF headwear that includes 

a damaged steel helmet and a slouch hat with emu plume, denoting the Australian 

Light Horse Regiment. The headwear form is contained within a line-based 

structure implying the edges of a glass vitrine. Towards the top of the work, and 

above the vitrine, is a second damaged steel helmet, intensely lit with purple light 

from above, silhouetting its spherical shape, light streaming through the holes 

created by traumatic damage of ordnance. The composition is structured around 

five vertical sections, the second and third sections revealing the parquetry floor, 

painted here in saturated yellows and tinted to create a tonal contrast with shaded 

areas as part of the left-to-right rhythm in the reading of the work.  

A much-loved feature of the various iterative depictions of the GW since the 

Memorial opened in 1941 are the dioramas featuring moments in critical battles in 
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which the ANZACs and the AIF fought during 1914–15. My aim was to introduce 

here the framing device of a diorama within the framing device of the architecture 

of the memorial itself. Further, to indicate the precarious nature of the building in 

terms of both recent and future demolition, extension and refurbishment, I include 

snippets of the scantlings of the building sourced from images that I took during 

the refurbishment cycle of the GW galleries in preparation for the CE of A. They 

are represented in the work in the top, top left, and top right.  

This device of including snippets of the structure of the building is a further 

development of the use of ‘a time device’ first deployed in Reconfigured vitrine 

for ‘Pompey’ Elliot (2017, Figure 71). The glass vitrine was introduced as a 

compositional structuring concept and that work, and tested in Reimagined AWM 

Gallery as a pictorial structure, a line frame to locate a fixed viewpoint from 

which to consider the fractured steel helmet, suggested and located above and 

below the eye level. I employed two spatial tensioning devices in this work 

outside the recurrent fragmenting approaches adopted from the preliminary 

collaging process for the work. These were, firstly: a wrenching of the two lines 

that indicate a join in the vitrine form, exaggerating the perspectival angle to 

make the space appear ‘faster’. And second: the first inclusion of a conglomerate 

or hybrid object-form—here, a steel helmet morphs into a slouch hat with emu 

plume.  
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The consolidation of my interest in battle-damaged objects takes on a painterly 

dimension here with the inclusion of a suspended steel helmet, peppered with 

what appear to be bullet holes, purple light streaming through via final painting 

stage glazing. The helmet, an allegorical prop, represents the physical threat to the 

head and brain.  

This painting is the second oil painting in this phase of challenging perspectival 

logic. Further, this painting is an example of the testing of the characteristics of 

oil paint in the context of its ability to support such elements in the composition as 

lighting effects, the modelling of form, and a range of three-dimensional textural 

effects. Importantly for my evolving and refining of the demands I was making of 

Figure 74 M Nay, Re-imagined AWM Gallery, 2017 
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paint late in 2017, this painting was a departure point in my testing of paint 

application in the ways I was able to manifest here the effects of pentimento and 

palimpsest as a way to reflect a shift in thinking for the project, and hence a re-

evaluation of methodology. These techniques were in response to my researching 

allegory and pastiche, importantly through the writings of Frederic Jameson and 

Craig Owens. The paintings that followed developed with the familiar palimpsest 

effects in the negative spaces, however with a greater emphasis on paint, impasto 

and mixed-media density, in attempts to increase artifice. The illusionary effect of 

‘real or implied’ in the rendering of objects in composition sought to heighten the 

reading of pastiche in the painting.  

Briefly, Jameson’s argument concerns the useful role of pastiche in shifting ideas 

and presentation of narrative in contemporary conditions ‘for making’ in art 

practice. Far from being a mocking imitation as parody suggests (my intentions 

have never been to mock or criticise the CE of A), pastiche positions its sources 

as less obvious and its purpose as less evident. Jameson (2019, p. 84) suggests 

that the use of pastiche is ‘something in a work that seems familiar but no longer 

has a ‘living’ presence in our lives’. My use of the AWM as a frame for an 

emerging understanding of how space and object together project the 

psychological traumas of the GW, revealing the breakdown of coherence in the 

depiction of trauma and forms of memory outside public memory, benefited from 

Jameson’s theories—I made a methodological realignment as a consequence. 

Jameson (p. 87) explains further: ‘Narratives characterised by pastiche are no 

longer about direct experience or the real world, they are amalgams of vaguely 
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remembered or misremembered fictions about the past.’ The introduction of 

pentimento as a method in representation allowed me to further address and 

consolidate key aims for the mid-phase of this research. I applied washes, allowed 

drips and left fissures of paint where shapes met shapes, scraped to reveal paint 

from previous workings. My aim here was to imply a change of mind, leaving 

evidence of earlier iterations to-co-exist with the final workings. At once this 

attitude to applying paint becomes a time-device, a method Jameson (p. 88) 

describes as the ‘vaguely remembered, misremembered fictions about the past’. 

This theoretical positioning, together with the process, creates here what I believe 

is a very powerful mnemonic device.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

Figure 75 Damaged helmet, CE of A Figure 76 Emu feather-plumed slouch hat 

Figure 77 Refurbishment of dioramas in preparation for the CE of A 
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I discuss the impact of Owens’ theorising later in this chapter. These three 

paintings are exemplars from the first phase of research. I have established a 

working knowledge of the space of the CE of A, and have located strong 

theoretical positions for managing and developing spatial relationships between 

the hard space of the AWM and the complexity of objects/signs.  

During the mid-phase of this investigation, I produced a suite of oil paintings 

based on the concentrated testing of objects from both public and private archives. 

I modified my collaging practice for this by testing multiple-view perspectives, 

simultaneous views, and initiating experiments that involved Dunning’s theory 

that personal experiences and concepts of reality are biased relative to the position 

of the observer. (1991, p. 157) Supporting this were compositional tests that 

brought together objects from different eras in attempts at mutability—a freeing 

of the vitrine object, trapped as it is in the vacuum of its original era, that 

appeared to be less and less relevant in contemporary reflection. Additionally, I 

stopped using the figure and extended memory work by introducing indexicality 

to objects. The violence of the GW against human flesh was an emerging strategy 

to support the existing strategies in the unsettling and destabilising of the master 

narrative. I was able to achieve this by highlighting the use of objects, from the 

AWM collection, in paintings that revealed traumatic damage as a result of 

projectile and shrapnel violence directed at the body but captured by elements of 

the uniform and kit. For example: the use of a helmet from the CE of A, with 

extensive damage located near a bloodstained uniform, infers a head wound—an 
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allegorical reference to the death of Roland Fenton and service on the Western 

Front as opposed to Gallipoli.  

In the previous discussion of the developing studio experiments and paintings, I 

detailed how I tested and established painting’s ability to transmit the various 

manifestations of traumatic memory. Furthermore, I advanced and tested modes 

of representation of space and time. I detailed my response to the influence of 

Jameson’s theories on pastiche, my alignment here being the implementation of 

pentimento as a suitable method to manufacture space, material erasure and 

reapplication of paint, implying a sense of search, and pentimento’s characteristic 

‘duration of process’.  

At the beginning of 2018, I felt that I had compiled a near-complete inventory of 

objects that supported the overlap in the narrative themes of private and public 

memory.  

 

 Figure 78 M Nay, A Reimagining of the CE of A, 2018. Oil and collage on canvas. 1.82 x 1.6m 
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Hitherto I had deployed objects drawn from the collection of the AWM that 

loosely aligned with memory trajectories but stood-in more for the tropes of the 

GW, lacking the specificity of metaphor for private memory. Tweaking the steel 

helmet to imply self-inflicted wounds rather than the dominant representation of 

ordnance and shrapnel entering ‘into the helmet’—this being the overwhelming 

direction of damage to the objects on display—was first used in A Reimagining of 

the CE of A (2018, Figure 78). Here I use the self-inflicted wound trope of the 

GW, evidenced here by exit damage to the helmet, a metaphor for the suspicion 

that hung over victims of trench foot.  

My reading of Dunning’s work led me to realign my thinking about personal and 

subjective imagery. Dunning (1991, p. 216) argues that:  

Personal and subjective images are no longer secondary to modern art’s 

objective monolithic universality of space and form. There is a new interest in 

the power of the personal image as a primary concern […] many of the 

illusionistic structures that derive from the Renaissance no longer apply.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 79 M Nay, Hybrid, cap and helmet, 2018.  

Ink on paper 
Figure 80 M Nay, Gridded collage, 2018 
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I now return to Craig Owens’ theorising, previously discussed in Chapter Two. 

Owens describes the postmodern version of narrative as a form of allegory. I have 

previously outlined the relationship between history painting and allegory in my 

research intentions, in Chapter One. I here note Owens’ (1980, p. 123) expanded 

definition of allegory, which incorporates the notion of palimpsest. The 

implication of Dunning’s urging to bring forward personal and subjective 

‘images’, together with Owens’ repositioning of the allegorical in postmodern 

thinking, established a new path of enquiry beyond the initial positioning and 

consolidating phase of the painting. I adopted a fresh approach to the layering of 

paint, wherein I oscillated between revealing notation, text and symbols (a la 

palimpsest) with the ‘second-guessing’ scraping (excavating paint) and building-

up-material-density ‘surface’, (a la pentimento). This is the method I took into the 

investigation of paint-usage for this phase and the next. In addition to the 

influence of Dunning’s writing on the hierarchical elevating of personal images, I 

reassessed the space and time dimension of compositional thinking and making, 

based on Dunning’s assessment of Picasso’s contributions to Cézanne’s break 

with Renaissance spatial concepts. One of the most important elements of 

Cubism, writes Dunning (1991, p. 156) ‘was a depiction of reality in terms of 

planes, as Cezanne had done, rather than with line and shade’. He goes on to 

describe that one of Picasso’s major contributions to the break with Renaissance 

spatial concepts ‘was to crush the faceted bas-relief, space and objects up against 

the “screen” of the picture plane, leaving no room for anything but those objects, 

creating an extremely shallow illusion of relief’ (Dunning 1991, p. 156).  
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The hybridising of the field cap with the tin helmet is a continuation of the time-

device strategy that I introduced in the discussion for Re-imagining AWM Gallery 

(2017, Figure 74). Finding compositional methods to imply mutability and a 

‘freeing up’ of the static, immutable, outmoded exhibiting device, the vitrine, was 

a key methodology in my studio testing of methods with collage and paint at this 

time. Dunning (1991, p. 157) argues, importantly, that Picasso began to imply the 

element of time in his paintings:  

Picasso painted a faceted, planar representation of objects in several 

simultaneous views, suggesting either the movement of the painted object or 

the movement of the viewer. Picasso had been freed by Cézanne’s use of 

multiple viewpoints, to depict objects in multiple perspectives and from 

several sides, from above and below and from inside and outside. 

Indirectly, and significantly for the project, this precedence of thinking 

established an historical anchoring for my testing of space and time. Dunning 

(1991, p. 157) argues: ‘This attitude was influenced by the modern awareness that 

personal experiences and concepts of reality are biased relative to the position of 

the observer.’ 
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It was during this early period of 2018 that I adopted a Dunning/Picasso position 

on space and time, and employed a method in my making of painting whereby I 

combined sections of several paintings into the (one) final work. I called this 

process ‘collage to paint to collage-in-painting’. This approach assists in the 

crushing planar placement of the objects in A Re-imagining of the CE of A (2018). 

Paintings that followed reveal intentionally flattened collage elements, used as 

buffering devices, up and against the object elements in the forward, seemingly 

picture-plane space.  

Untitled study 2018 (Figure 82) is an example where I placed in composition 

fragments/snippets of the two service ribbons, the British War Medal and the 

Victory Medal. As discussed in Chapter One, these two medals indicate late 

service in the GW at a time when death or serious injury was understood to be a 

Figure 81 M Nay, The Hybrid form cap and helmet (detail), 2019 
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likely consequence of serving. The role of these ribbons here is to indicate the late 

service of my grandfather and great uncle. The Hybrid form cap and helmet 

(2019, Figure 81), is a detail from a painting before it was excised of its 

contributing image elements for painting Untitled study 2018 (Figure 82). I show, 

here, heavy impasto, sand-added elements, and layered areas of glaze. Glaze here 

augments the specifically beamed green light, highlighting the trauma to the 

helmet. My aim was to create both tonal and colour contrast to heighten the 

jagged tear in the steel. 

Group 3 – Intergenerational trauma; weighting subject narratives with 
private stories 

 

 Figure 82 M Nay, Untitled study, 2018. Oil on canvas. 3 x 1.9m 
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Untitled study 2018 (Figure 82), is a culminating work from the middle-to-late 

phase of the investigation. It is a collaged composition of canvas test-shards 

executed in both oil and acrylic paint. It measures 2.3 metres in width and 1.9 

metres in height. The composition is governed by five strong vertical forms. The 

peripheral verticals represent generic 1960s domestic space, the 2 verticals 

immediately inside the two peripheral spaces are wardrobe doors, the centre 

section is filled with the detritus of the GW—mud, boots, headwear, service 

ribbons and assorted private memory vestige artefacts. The composition is made 

up of what Dunning (1991, pp. 230-4) refers to as ‘colliding and fragmented bits 

of information’ and bifurcated forms posing questions as to ‘what parts [of a 

painting] function as signifiers and what parts function as signified.’ This 

approach to composition is in direct relation to my reading of Dunning on David 

Salle, general reflections on current painting trends, and semiotic exploration.  

Towards the later stages of the investigation, I had begun incorporating imagery 

that had revealed itself to be useful in the ways that imagery represented common 

private and public memory trajectories. Importantly, how I was able to manipulate 

space became useful in the crushing of planar forms. Here the wardrobe doors, 

despite initially being drawn with lineal perspective in mind, yield to the more 

visually compelling and assertive flat collage shard, both pushing toward the 

frontal plane of the canvas. It was also at this time that I found ways to imply the 

two service experiences of Roland Fenton and William Howarth. The cap and 

brain hybrid is the metaphor for Roland Fenton’s lethal head wound, the boot and 

mud hybrid, William Howarth’s trench foot injury. The wardrobe represents a 
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time post-war, and the destruction of a locked wardrobe by my grandfather to gain 

access to the suit that he wore to the races. The service cap is a rendering of a cap 

from the collection of the AWM, used in the CE of A. Important in the intimate 

viewing-placement of this cap in the exhibition is the post-indexical evidence of 

blood, shrapnel damage and tatters from habitual wear. 

To create as authentic a rendering of this object as possible, I drafted an actual 

scale shape of the cap on raw linen, bringing the form to life using many layers of 

light washes of oil colour and my own blood. This I rubbed into the warp and weft 

of the fabric before carefully cutting it from the stretcher and deploying it in the 

final work. Figure 83 and 84 are the schema study for this work. A further 

development in this work is the follow-up use of the battle-damaged helmet and 

the medal ribbons of both the British War Medal and Victory Medal. I continue 

here with Owens’ version of the postmodern version of narrative as a form of 

allegory, palimpsest. 

During late-phase investigation, my studio focus was primarily on reasserting and 

broadening the allegorical thread. I extended my interest in traumatic memory 

work by targeting the public memory archive—objects—in particular identifying 

and isolating violently damaged examples. With these object-sets I composed 

vignettes made up of private and public memory objects that collectively grappled 

with the impossible tasks of museums.  
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My painting during this phase drew on historical precedents in European war 

painting. I found many examples whose subjects contained fewer taboos 

concerning shock and offence compared to the limits of graphic imagery deemed 

offensive in the public representation of the GW at the CE of A. I refer here to the 

work of Francisco de Goya and Otto Dix. Adopting graphic representations of 

violence to the body, in the ways I used allegory to draw attention to the nature of 

the death of Roland Fenton and the debridement of William Howarth’s feet, I was 

able to deploy painting to address the aims at the core of my research 

investigation.  

The exemplars I discuss next are from a suite of acrylic paintings on paper that 

were studio tests examining an alternative substrate to canvas. I returned to acrylic 

paint, applying layers of acrylic wash over ink applied with nib-line-and-wash. 

The palimpsest method tested here with acrylic paint shared characteristics with 

oil, though this faster-drying and no-less-indelible material—when used without 

medium—produced a flatter finish and a ‘wetter’, stained appearance.  

Figure 83 M Nay, Study, 2018. Ink on paper Figure 84 M Nay, Study of cap/helmet. Oil on canvas 
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Group 4 – Works on paper 

William Howarth's memory of the war in 1965 (Figure 87), is a mixed media 

acrylic and ink painting on heavy-rag, medium textured paper. It is 110 

centimetres wide and 65 high. The subjects are a conflation of the elements that 

make up the group of objects that represent the service narrative of my 

grandfather, William Howarth, during the Great War. The white feather 

symbolises the trigger for his volunteering to serve in the war, and the greater 

debate through 1916 and ‘17 over conscription. A pair of legs are suspended 

right-of-centre, passing upward beside a composite AIF service jacket, paisley 

patterned tie, and dress shirt from the 1960s. A violently damaged Brodie helmet 

is revealed through its torn hessian anti-glint cover with an artillery concussion 

cap placed next to it in its CE of A museum setting. A simple contour study of a 

Figure 85 M Nay, Boots, mud and puttees, 2018. Acrylic on canvas 
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service canteen in ink floats next to the helmet. The left and right peripheries of 

this work contain domestic settings alluding to the 1960s. The composition is 

splayed by a vertical line device in the centre of the work, acting as a hinge might 

to suggest a folding movement. 

This painting is representative of the penultimate phase of the project. It reveals a 

confidence as a result of the refining of methodologies and subject selection 

explored in previous painting. A freshness in the work is due possibly to the 

immediacy of the paint application and ‘sketchiness’ in the organisation of the 

compositional elements. The push and pull in the jamming of objects in and 

against (their) contextual spaces creates minimal dissipation of tension, allowing 

for a ‘whole’ reading of the work. In this painting, the relationship between 

indoors and outdoors is ambiguous, the hard edges that have separated these zones 

in previous work have given way, revealing a less-defined visual puzzle, set 

within strong lighting and quasi-atmospheric media treatments. Enhancing these 

paint strategies was greater use of notations in these works on paper as opposed to 

previous work. The effect here is the drawing-in of the viewing audience for a 

closer, more intimate study of the work.  

The production of iterations in this phase of painting was faster than the previous 

bodies of work due, in part, to my having worked on larger scales and with 

slower-drying paint media. 
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In Wardrobe and Anzac uniform (2019, Figure 86), I have responded to a collage 

of previously tested compositional elements with acrylic paint and ink, allowing 

the paint media to mingled in washes over the dry and indelible ink-line-and-wash 

preparatory drawing. Here I worked quickly, recreating the wash effects of oil and 

locating strategically impasto areas over which I could glaze to enhance the 

atmospheres of gallery lighting and uncertain snippets of memory. This way of 

working addressed a critical research proposition: how is it possible to paint 

public and private memory of the GW in ways that reassert ex-centric voices and 

subordinate narratives? This was achieved by carefully selecting objects from 

both the collection of the AWM, and family objects that reflect the service and 

post-service life of William Howarth, together with the death, and legacy objects 

belonging to Roland Fenton. Placing these objects together with pastiche elements 

Figure 86 M Nay, Wardrobe and Anzac uniform, 2019 

2019 
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relating to public memory of the GW, I was able to develop allegorical themes of 

death and suffering.  

 

 

By applying this methodology I affirmed the importance of peripheral stories of 

the GW in a re-envisioning of the dominant, and powerful, master narrative of 

Anzac as exhibited at the AWM.  

Late phase painting  

Both Figure 88, Rent Wardrobe with the Baron’s Rudder—after Charles Schultz 

2021 and Figure 89, 1st Battalion Reunion: Wayward Child; Stretcher and 

Webley, are a continuance and a refining of the association of object elements, 

used in the collaging in the late research-phase painting. Each object belongs to 

either the AWM, the private memory inventory of the Nay family, or a selected 

Figure 87 M Nay, William Howarth's memory of the war in 1965, 2020. Acrylic ink on paper 
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pastiche element lodged in the popular and public memory of the GW. In Figure 

96, Snoopy emerges from the detritus of the violently damaged wardrobe of 

William Howarth; Snoopy dives and fires at the Red Baron. The bullet pattern 

from this attack adds to the already detached and damaged wardrobe door. 

Snoopy, a popular culture icon has universal recognition, though his duel with the 

German ace Baron Manfred von Richthofen has a special Australian significance 

via connection with the history of the AIF in the GW. Australian anti-aircraft 

gunners are credited with shooting down the ace on the 21st April 1918. This 

occurred behind the Australian front. Australian infantry were the first to arrive at 

the crash site quickly stripping the tri-plane, souveniring its canvas-covering and 

distinctive battle decals. A soldier was seen to remove the spent bullet, that caused 

the fatal injury, from inside Richthofen’s leather flying jacket. The layering of oil 

paint has reached its maximum effect in this work. The paint is generally opaque; 

the notation, a feature in earlier project work, giving way its texture, under over-

layers of impasto revealing its hidden significance via the shadow-play of its 

raised surface. This use of material density created a painterly presence infering a 

confidence in the by-now resolving body of work. This is a direct and positive 

development in the fulfilling project aims. These late project works are 

representative of final phase painting for the project. The final group of work 

contrasts the paucity of paint used in the early and mid project painting 

experiments.  

  



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– 156 –  

 

 

 

 

Figure 88 M Nay, Rent Wardrobe with the Baron’s Rudder—after Charles Schultz, 2021. Oil on canvas 

Figure 89 M Nay, 1st Battalion Reunion: Wayward Child; Stretcher and Webley, 2020.  
Oil on canvas 



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– 157 –  

In Figure 89, 1st Battalion Reunion: Wayward Child; Stretcher and Webley, the 

Webley service revolver from the collection of the AWM sits threateningly before 

a group of seemingly indifferent men. These men stand-in for a memory I have of 

my grandfather and his army mates, speaking their private language of war 

memories and race winnings. The pastiche 1960s cartoon character, like the 

revolver, appears unrecognised by the group even though the youth points and 

fires a hand gun in their direction. The pastiche element here defines a time in 

history close to the historical mid-point between the time of the GW 1914–18 and 

its centenary 2014–18. The elements mingle in an allegory of tempus fugit, 

trauma and violence. Mid-century elements in the compositions of late phase 

project painting reinforce a mutability of the Anzac legend. This use of time 

elements is a late project phenomenon. This development in the work, importantly 

for the project, assists in re-imposing the significance of the GW in contemporary 

times, arguing the importance of the re-envisioning of the master narrative of 

Anzac at the time of its centenary.  
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Summary 

Experimenting and testing strategies for making paintings that aim to re-envision, 

unsettle, and reimagine the memory of the Australian experience of the Great War 

was the primary focus of the practical aspect of this research. 

Identifying and establishing methods with which to collect raw imagery was 

critical in the forming of strategies which best tested my research hypothesis. The 

methods of, drawing, photography, and collage have been discussed for the ways 

they have facilitated the production of stand-alone work for the project, and for 

conceiving and producing subject elements to assist in the development of 

preparatory collages to inform the painting. All three methods facilitated the 

development and execution of painting to achieve the project aims. Importantly, 

these methods were able to provide subjects that addressed the traumatic memory 

categories, both private and public, directing the selection of objects for the 

trauma-object inventory. 

I detailed key paintings discussing the role of methodologies in establishing 

composition and how paint media and paint application responded and adapted to 

the preparatory collage. The key painting from Group 1 is Painting Study 2017 

(Figure 65) was produced in response to private memory and latent trauma. It uses 

the architecture of the AWM as a framing device, a ‘styled’ and painterly 

representation of the visiting figures at the CE of A—a photographic element 

from the CE of A, a quizzical Turkish soldier, and an out-of-scale register AWM 

object-element, an AIF boot. Multiple painted elements from various studio tests, 



Michael Nay – Re-envisioning the Master Narrative of Anzac 

– 159 –  

combining flat block colour shapes with descriptive AWM architectural features 

loosely frame figures in a primarily vertical structure. My work here draws upon 

the abrupt disjuncture of image elements, preserved through the iterative 

development phase and sustained until the completion of the painting.  

An exemplar painting from Group 2 is A Reimagining of the CE of A (2018, 

Figure 78). Here I use the self-inflicted wound trope of the GW, evidenced here 

by exit damage to the helmet, a metaphor for the suspicion that hung over victims 

of trench foot.  

The composition Untitled study 2018 (Figure 82), is a culminating work from 

Group 3, the middle-to-late phase of the investigation. It is a collaged composition 

of canvas test-shards executed in both oil and acrylic paint. The painting is an 

example of ‘collage to paint to collage in painting’ being made up of divergent 

and fragmented bits of detailed information together with bifurcated forms posing 

questions concerning the function of signs and what is signified. This approach to 

composition was in direct relation to my reading of Dunning on David Salle, 

general reflections on current painting trends, and semiotic exploration.  

I discuss briefly a painting from Group 4, William Howarth's memory of the war 

in 1965 (Figure 87). This is a mixed media acrylic and ink painting on heavy-rag, 

medium textured paper. The subjects are a conflation of the elements that make 

up the group of objects that represent the service narrative of my grandfather, 

William Howarth, during the Great War. The white feather symbolises the trigger 

for his volunteering to serve in the war, and the greater debate through 1916 and 
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‘17 over conscription. This painting is representative of the penultimate phase of 

the project. It reveals a confidence and a freshness, due possibly to the immediacy 

of the paint application, and a ‘sketchiness’ in the organisation of the 

compositional elements. A push and pull in the pressing of objects in (their) 

contextual spaces creates minimal dissipation of tension creating a ‘whole’ 

reading of the work. This was to prove useful for final phase painting.  

The painting, 1st Battalion Reunion: Wayward Child; Stretcher and Webley, 

(Figure 89), is an example of refined, late research-phase painting. Objects in this 

work belongs to either the AWM, the private memory inventory of the Nay 

family, or a selected pastiche element lodged in the popular and public memory of 

the GW. This painting represents the synthesis of the memory categories and 

methodologies tested to contrast and augment the history-weighted subject 

paintings exhibited at the AWM. Furthermore, this work implicates subjects of 

familial witness experiences, indexicality and elements that define moments in the 

100 year passage of time to take-on the immutable, stasis of master narrative 

curatorial styling in the CE of A.  
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Chapter Four: Outcomes 

This thesis demonstrates that by employing collage-based methodologies to 

conflate private and public memory narratives of the Great War, I was able to 

produce paintings that visualise trauma suffered by soldiers during their service in 

the war—a reality which is understated in the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac. In 

addition, I demonstrated the capacity of this painterly method to manifest residual 

trauma and post-memory endured intergenerationally. This was a re-envisioning 

process that engaged the master narrative of Anzac, producing paintings to 

augment and enrich the history-weighted narrative subjects of the Great War 

paintings at the Australian War Memorial.  

The primary research question asked how painting can re-envision the master 

narrative of Anzac and add to the embedded ideologies of the Great War in their 

current depictions at the Australian War Memorial. This project took as its case 

study the depiction of Australians’ involvement in the GW, as represented in the 

AWM’s Centenary Exhibition of Anzac. In Chapter One, I outlined the strategy 

by which I sought to introduce the narratives of my forebears—whose service 

stories, in common with tens of thousands of other Australians’, through 

volunteering, exposed them to injury and death. As a consequence of this 

examination, I developed a painterly approach that at once challenges, adds to, 

and reimagines the Australian experience of the Great War.   
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The outcome of the research is a series of paintings that utilise the unsettling 

familial witness stories of this war through collage, pastiche, and allegory. The 

research employed specific picturing methodologies developed to address the 

impact of the GW on current generations. This contribution to the field of 

Australian war painting submits alternative narratives that restate the power of 

allegory in the production of painting; problematising the complex nature of 

intergenerational trauma, including familial witness experiences, within an 

ongoing evaluation of the GW during the centenary of Anzac.  

The subjective memory traces of the GW considered in this research did not deal 

with direct experience exclusively. By connecting alternative stories of Anzac 

with those promulgated in the master narrative, this investigation visualised 

narratives to capture the experience of the centenary moment, which entreats the 

regeneration of memory to remain relevant and to broaden the meaning of Anzac 

in Australia’s post-memory culture.  

I have detailed the work of Australian and international artists—sculptors, 

installation-artists and film-makers—who have engaged the witness trauma of the 

GW, or other wars; the legacy issues of latent trauma, and societal disruption as a 

consequence of war. I defined and researched a group of narrative painters whose 

work is premised on collage-based methodologies, allegory and/or pastiche. As a 

consequence, I used similar strategies and techniques in my paintings. I have 

discussed significant examples of these artists’ work, with emphasis on how they 
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achieved the work, and how the work informed and addressed studio experiments 

leading to the final painting of this project.  

The submitted work demonstrates that the master narrative of Anzac can be 

challenged through painting, inviting viewers to reconsider their perspectives 

about the Great War as presented at the AWM. It shows that the story of Anzac is 

not fixed and immutable; they offer alternative stories about the Great War to 

those depicted in current representations.  

The results of this research prove that by revisiting the master narrative of Anzac, 

painting can reposition the viewer, their prejudices and unawareness regarding the 

Great War, by offering a different, more personal perspective of Australia’s 

national past. 

In conclusion, I believe I have demonstrated the capacity of a painter in a research 

context to produce paintings as an effective response to the GW, and, significantly 

for the outcome of this research, paintings which are divergent and in contrast to 

the dominant history war painting genre in the Australian canon. Public memory 

of the Great War is exhibited in immutable form at the Centenary Exhibition of 

Anzac, seemingly loosening its connection with the current generation. Here, 

though, history painting has been challenged.  
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Postscript 

 
Figure 90 M Nay, Landing and Returning: After George Johnson, 2021. Oil on canvas 

Current conversations and controversy concerning the use and future 

refurbishment of the AWM reinforces the contested nature of the institution, and 

establishes that the issues highlighted by this research are still current. As Karen 

Bird (2021) notes, ‘the Australian War Memorial does not incorporate those 

people who are still being missed out. There are no reference points to the long-

term cost of war’. By this she means suicides, returned soldiers suffering PTSD, 

and those people not looked after in the aftermath of war. 

To help expand on my future research and painting practice, and to address the 

limited role of exhibits in commemorating enduring trauma experienced by those 

Bird refers to, I analyse a recent work, Figure 90, Landing and Returning (2021). 
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This is a painting that utilises the object elements from the CE of A, the 

architectural structures of the centenary galleries, together with the imagined bow 

section of the HMAT Ceramic (A40). As a response to recent broadcasts on Radio 

National and the ABC’s 7.30, I produced this painting to highlight the 

possibilities of large, superannuated object technology having commemorative 

value, in opposition to the proposed future use of military hardware in the 

upcoming $500 million extension at the AWM where, according to Brendon 

Kelson (2021), retired military hardware will have ‘no commemorative purpose or 

function’.  

Kelson argues that the $500 million promised for the extension, demolition and 

refurbishment is a waste of money. He claims a cheaper, less obtrusive extension 

to the memorial for the centenary of Anzac was never built. This, he considers, 

would have been fit for purpose into the future. Furthermore, he is part of a 

growing chorus of voices arguing that the memorial has historically ‘failed to tell 

the truth about war by covering up such GW issues as desertion, [and] the extent 

of VD-infected Australian troops being the highest percentage as a comparison to 

other armies’. Kelson believes that these things ‘need acknowledging as part of 

the whole nature of war […] that’s the nature of the beast’. He claims, further, 

that object usage diminishes the memorial; ‘it was established to commemorate 

those who died in WW1 and WW2’. The drift towards the memorial being a 

military museum is ‘what it was never meant to be’. 
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The final painting, Figure 90, Landing and Returning: After George Johnson 

(2021), responds to these current issues whereby the large object, behind the small 

rounded row-boat, appears as a ship’s bow section. It (the bow) was selected from 

popular Australian literary memory, and references George Johnson’s book My 

Brother Jack (1964) and his reflection on the memory of a troopship returning 

from the GW. To the protagonist’s horror, he imagines, after witnessing injured 

troops making their way down the ship’s gangplanks, the rust dripping from the 

hawsers and anchor ports to be blood. The role of the monolithic ship’s bow 

section depicted in this painting is that of an intermediary, and as such it directs 

object selection for compositions as a future channel and nexus for public 

memory and commemoration. 

As the AWM is still a hotly contested and debated site for commemoration and 

object exhibition, it provides a rich vein of material for future re-envisioning. Ex-

centric characters, such as PTSD sufferers, the dead, peace-keeping forces, the 

grieving, and disenfranchised service personnel, continue to be forgotten. Their 

trauma and subsequent post-memory is not memorialised at the AWM, but as a 

result of both current and future paintings, there is a potential to re-centre those 

peripheral ex-centric narratives.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Australian military terminology of the Great War 

AIF: The First Australian Imperial Force (1st AIF) was the main expeditionary 

force of the Australian Army during the Great War, 1914–18. It was an all-

volunteer force. 

Anzac/ANZAC: In this writing, I will be using ANZAC and Anzac. ‘ANZAC’, 

often referred to as the ‘shouty’ usage, is generally, but not always, used when 

referring to an action, person or incident during the Gallipoli Campaign, April–

December 1915. ‘Anzac’ is used, but not always, to describe the function of its 

memory and application to events in the time since the GW. See Frame (2016), 

ANZAC Day, Then and Now.  

Blighty: A wound serious enough to be evacuated to England for treatment was 

referred to colloquially as a ‘Blighty’. My grandfather was sent to England to 

receive treatment for his trench foot; this included partial amputations.  

Brodie Helmet: A steel combat helmet designed 

and patented in 1915 and worn by allied forces, 

including the AIF. The Brodie helmet was not 

issued to the ANZACs for the Gallipoli 

Campaign, a fact not mentioned in the CE of A. The ‘steel helmet’ is a GW trope; 

more specifically, it has powerful resonance in its association with the trenches on 

the Western Front. The huge number of lethal headwounds that  
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modern artillery weapons inflicted upon soldiers in this technological war led 

countries to provide protective headwear to their armies by mid-1915, and to 

Australians in early 1916. Many examples of this helmet showing traumatic 

ordnance and shrapnel damage are on display at the CE of A.  

Consensual Paradigm: A position adopted in the writing of Ernest Scott. His 

views of the GW and its impact on Australian society in the early part of the 20th 

Century differ greatly from those of Charles Bean, the Official War Historian. 

Bean was an ardent nationalist, Scott an imperialist. Scott’s position was that 

Australians were united in their support of Britain during the war, thus the 

‘Consensual Paradigm’.  

‘Dinkum Aussie’ or sometimes ‘Original’: Those that enlisted at the start of the 

war, late 1914, and throughout the time of the Gallipoli Campaign, up to the end 

of 1915. It is commonly understood that enlistment in this phase of the war was 

triggered by patriotic fervour or a fear of missing out. It was thought that the war 

would be over by Christmas 1914. Dinkum Aussies/Originals were entitled to the 

1914–15 Star, British War Medal, and Victory Medal.  

Fair Dinkums: Those who volunteered for service after 

1915. It is popularly understood that enlistment by 

Australians after the Gallipoli Campaign of 1915 was 

prompted by moral obligation. Those that enlisted after 

1915 knew that death and injury was likely. Despite the defeat of two conscription 

referenda, one in 1916 and another in 1917, Australians continued to enlist until 
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late 1918. My grandfather and great uncle were ‘Fair Dinkums’, and were thus 

entitled to the British War Medal and Victory Medal. 

Field Service Cap: Worn by Australian troops during the 

invasion of Turkey in April 1915. The British Field Service 

Cap was replaced by the ‘Digger’ Slouch Hat, synonymous 

with the AIF by the end of the war and seen in the Official 

War Art paintings of the 1920s. I cite and discuss The Landing by George 

Lambert in the Chapter Two. 

Great War (GW): Taken from its original context ‘The Great War for 

Civilisation’ stamped on the reverse side of the Victory Medal. The terms ‘First 

World War’, ‘World War 1’ (WW1) are more often used in common parlance.  

Mutt and Jeff: The colloquial names for two medals 

awarded to British and Empire/Colonial troops for service 

between 1916 and 1918 in the GW. Worn together as a set, 

they are: ‘Mutt’ (the British War Medal) and ‘Jeff’ (the 

Victory Medal). My grandfather and great uncle were issued with this medal set. 

These medals denote a Fair Dinkum. 

Dead Man’s Penny: Memorial plaquette issued after the Great War to the next-

of-kin of all British and Empire service personnel killed as a result of the war. The 

plaquettes came to be known as the ‘Dead Man’s Penny’ because of the similarity 

in appearance to the much smaller penny coin (cf. the obols placed over the eyes 

of the dead)  
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Pip, Squeak and Wilfred: Refers to the following three 

medals awarded to British and Empire/Colonial troops for 

service between 1914 and 1918. Worn together as a set, they 

were colloquially referred to as ‘Pip’ (the 1914–15 Star), 

‘Squeak’ (the British War Medal), and ‘Wilfred’ (the Victory Medal). This medal 

set denotes a Dinkum Aussie, aka an Original. 

Puttees: Derived from the Hindi Patti, meaning ‘strip of 

cloth’ or ‘bandage’, a puttee was a cloth band that was 

wound around a soldier’s leg from ankle to knee. They 

were designed to provide support to the calves when 

marching and walking long distances. It also provided protection in harsh weather 

conditions. When wound too tightly, it is believed that the constriction of blood 

flow to the feet exacerbated trench foot, a serious, painful medical condition. 

Puggaree: A term originating from the Hindi Pagri, meaning ‘turban’ or ‘thin 

scarf’ of muslin. Intended for insulation, it was adapted by the British for 

headdress worn in hot sunny regions. During the Great War, the Australian slouch 

hat was worn with a narrow, flat band of khaki woollen cloth above the brim, 

referred to as a puggaree. A distinguishing feature of Tasmanian squadrons within 

Australian Light Horse regiments was the wearing of wallaby-fur puggarees.  
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Slouch Hat: A wide-brimmed rabbit-felt hat, sometimes worn 

with one side of the brim pinned up. It is primarily identified 

with the Australian military, where it is considered to be a 

national symbol.  

Trench Foot: A medical condition caused by 

prolonged exposure of the feet to damp, unsanitary, and 

cold conditions. It is one of many immersion foot 

syndromes. The use of the word ‘trench’ in the name of 

this condition is a reference to trench warfare, associated with the Great War.  

Western Front: Refers to the hundreds of miles of trenches that ran across 

northern France and southern Belgium and the shifting frontlines of the Allied 

(including the AIF) and German forces. Australian troops fought here between 

early 1916 and late 1918. 52,000 Australians died on the Western Front compared 

to the 8,000 who died during the eight-month Gallipoli campaign in 1915.  

White Feather: A symbol of cowardice. The Order of 

the White Feather was founded in Britain in August 1914 

as part of a strategy by patriotic groups to encourage 

women to shame men into enlisting. White feathers were 

handed to men in the street, or attached to cards and sent in the mail. In Britain, 

white feathers were sent anonymously. In Australia, white feathers bore the name 

of the sender or senders.  
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Appendix 2: Transcript of interview with Dr Anthea Gunn 

Senior Curator of Art at the Australian War Memorial on 18 November 2019. 

Length of interview: 41 minutes  

Conducted by Michael Nay 

Q1.a Michael Nay: In what ways do you think Australians look upon the Great 

War after 100 years since its cessation?  

Q1.b Can you discuss the ways your understanding of the Great War has changed 

as a result of your professional engagement with the centenary exhibition of 

Australia in the Great War? 

Dr Anthea Gunn: It’s hard to say in general, because Australia is so diverse, 

that’s my reference point, I do think there are a whole range of views out there 

about it and it’s one of the things that particularly interests me because it is clearly 

really meaningful for a lot of people to the extent of being sacred, and, quite 

understandably it is something that is very real in peoples families still, there are a 

lot of people that can tell you point blank how it basically shaped their life 

because of two or more generations before them and sometimes not even that, 

sometimes it’s just one generation away and I think we are only really just starting 

to really understand it for people to be able to speak about it, for so much that 

went on was not something that you could socially talk about or was socially 

acceptable to talk about, so in that way I think those stories are coming through 

but it is really interesting working here, it is something that really struck me 

coming from the museum [National Museum of Australia], which is social history 
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that is very diverse and a less understood term, its all of Australian history, 

colonial history, Aboriginal history, and it’s picking threads out of that, whereas 

when you come here it’s a memorial, its purpose is very clear. If there is one area 

of Australian history that traditionally Australian’s are going to be aware of, it’s 

military history, and it’s right on top of that list that I would contend, and so I 

noticed it straight away, there is a real sense of visitors having a purpose in their 

visit whether that is because to personally commemorate family members or to 

understand history there is a sense that by coming to the memorial they are taking 

an action that is commemorative for whatever reason.  

Along with that, I do think that there are generations of people now whose family 

has no connection to Australia’s military experience, but who have often come 

from nations where they have very immediate experience of military conflict and 

so that’s coming through as well, and that people come here in part because this 

might be their new country and they want to understand and that thread is 

emerging as well, and of course there are people who aren’t interested and who 

don’t want a bar of it and again there is just as much diversity in that sometimes 

because war has shaped their family so much they never want to think about it 

again. You have plenty of veterans who will never want to step foot across the 

threshold here because that’s been and done and they have drawn a line under it.  

Q2. MN: Do you have any personal connections with the Great War? 

AG: My family, for various reasons, are not really in touch with those 

generations. I have deliberately now left that stone unturned because I have found 
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it quite useful in a way that it’s not personal for me, so I do have some distance on 

it as much as I can, because obviously working here it does affect you personally 

if you’ve got a heart. And so, whereas I suspect some of the reasons that there is 

dislocations in my family, some branches of the family were not in touch and I 

don’t know what their role was, may well have evolved from war-time trauma, 

I’ve kind of not found out. My Dad is English. His family were in Newcastle and 

were part of the essential services, my grandfather was an engineer, working ‘at 

home’ and that’s where they were needed, and because of various accidents of 

history my family doesn’t know, and so I quite like that.  

One of the great things about working here is because it’s a complex institution, 

it’s a museum, gallery and a commemorative site you end up with staff coming 

from a whole range of backgrounds but within that there are a lot of veterans and 

people serving in reserves and people with very strong family ties to the military, 

so already those bases are well and truly covered I can bring something to the 

memorial being somebody who doesn’t have a personal connection. 

Professionally on the most basic level my understanding of the GW has increased 

a lot, I have done a lot of work on projects to do with the GW; it’s not uncommon 

for curators generally, and one of the things I love about being a curator you do 

tend to go off into worlds that you would otherwise not encounter, and I think 

fascinating for me to have grown up in Australia you would have a Year 6-level 

understanding of Gallipoli, which often does get shaped by sentimental tropes and 

so on and then actual understanding of what went on. For one thing, it made me 

tremendously angry. I was fortunate enough to be taken around the Western Front 
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and told that 10,000 people died on this particular patch of ground because they 

couldn’t figure out a way of not fighting for four years on this patch of ground. I 

found it infuriating. It is a very quiet landscape, I found it in many ways not a 

dramatic landscape, and something about the contrast between it and the events 

that took place there that I found incredibly moving, and I think to understand the 

expertise of those historians and Peter Burness, who was the senior historian here 

for many years, helped me to understand the depth and complexity of the history.  

I spent a significant amount of time researching the Official War Art Scheme 

from the First World War, and working on a project called ‘Art of Nation’ an 

online exhibition. It took me into the history at the memorial and I found that 

completely fascinating and especially I think when you read the statements of 

Charles Bean and John Treloar, and they are rightly criticised, as many historians 

are, as part of the discipline, and I think what doesn’t come out as much is what 

they witnessed and suffered, a significant amount of trauma themselves. I mean, 

Bean was shot. These are profound things, especially in light of the way we 

understand the impact of this sort of trauma now. This place was a huge part of 

them tying to process their personal trauma. Bean spent four years trying to get as 

close to the conflict as he could and to interview as many people as he could in 

the middle of his losing family members, all those kinds of things happening, he 

had nightmares for the rest of his life, I’ve been told. I think, understandably 

enough, people have criticised this place for being very focussed on military 

history, but I think that comes from this drive from people here on their need to 

understand it.  
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Art was always a huge part of what Bean had intended, he went about achieving 

that when this place didn’t exist he got the level of support to commission these 

artists for an institution that didn’t exist, this is quite a feat when you consider it 

was in the middle of a war and writing to the Defence Department when they had 

other things on their mind and collections didn’t exist. I found that fascinating. 

You can see that those people knew something like this was necessary. I don’t 

think that anybody could have dreamt this as ambitiously as Bean did, and it was 

also a fully realised plan, discussed not just by him but by his circle around him, 

and he had discussed it for many years by the time he got back. Bean would write 

up proposals and send them to his military contacts for comment.  

Q3. MN: In the context of international World War One centenary 

commemorations, what are your reflections on the comparisons and contrasts with 

Australia’s and international efforts in respect of exhibitions relating to the 

aftermath of the Great War?  

AG: I saw the Imperial War Museum and WW1 galleries in Paris. I saw some 

small galleries on the Western Front. Unfortunately, I didn’t get to see too many 

centenary events in the UK. I saw ‘We’re Here Because We’re Here’, and that 

was an absolute triumph. Social media helped with the building of momentum 

before the event, helped by the population of the countries being larger and the 

geography smaller than Australia. I’m aware of stuff remotely most of the time; 

the problem is of course distance.  
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Modernist interpretation wasn’t on the table for the Official War Art Scheme. 

Australian art wasn’t ready, given the conservative nature of art at the time—it 

was incredibly nationalist, and landscape painting became a real locus for this 

nationalist expression, but then alongside that it was always known that this 

would be part of a memorial museum. One of the great advantages that the 

Imperial War Museum has is that it is not a commemorative institution. They 

[IWM] originally intended that there would be a gallery display of big paintings to 

be commemorative, quite similar to what Bean had intended, entirely separate to 

the museum collection, to support a parallel commissioning scheme. The 

commemorative aspect fell over after the war and was merged into the other 

collection, whereas here [AWM] it was always intended to be a museum, it wasn’t 

going to pull punches about what war was or that it was going to be sentimental or 

purely commemorative. It was meant to be a collection that tries to convey to 

people Bean’s principle that through understanding people could actually 

commemorate. So if you understand how terrible the war was, then you could 

actually really be able to commemorate what it was people had done, because you 

had some idea of what people had done, but along with that they were very 

conservative as to what they wanted art to provide, so they went to the Academy 

for expert advice, which led them to the Chelsea Art School circle.  

Longstaff’s painting, Menin Gate at Midnight is in Anzac Hall [not the World 

War One Galleries] at the moment, but has been on the road, including to Canada 

and the Flanders Fields museum. It is in the Anzac Hall because of lack of space 

in the current exhibition layout.  
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Q4. MN: What do you consider to be aspects of the Great War not covered in the 

current exhibition of Australia in the Great War?  

AG: What is missing is women’s work and the home front in the GW. In part, the 

planning for the exhibition didn’t go in that direction. It’s really interesting: there 

was an early intent to include this story, but it was lost in the big task of getting 

the building and the collection done. The dioramas themselves got to a point 

when, in 1923, they needed a nine-year extension for completion. This is a really 

obvious gap in the collection. What they were trying to do with a very small 

actual staff, delivering what they did, was a phenomenal achievement, so of 

course there are going to be gaps. Unfortunately, these are gaps that are going to 

be very difficult to fill, that are too difficult to fill retrospectively. So where do 

you draw the line on what stories you are telling? At the end of the day it is a 

memorial, it is dedicated to the Australians that served and died, it is dedicated to 

the Australians that served and died, and so obviously if you came here expecting 

the First World War gallery to tell the story of the whole First World War then 

you’re not going to get that, but if you came here expecting [it] to tell you about 

the people whose names are on the role of honour, and the people that came 

home, then we hope that we do that.  

There are difficult things to balance. We want to give people some context, we do 

have the casualty figures from all nations, allowing people to appreciate how 

awful it was, and them getting to see that the Australian experience is just one part 

of that. 
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Q5. MN: How would you describe visitors’ feedback on how art was used in the 

centenary exhibition of Australia in the Great War, specifically painting? 

AG: Visitors’ feedback. Telling people that I am an art curator here there are 

diverse responses, ranging from ‘art is the reason I visited the AWM’, ‘I really 

love your collection’, to ‘really!? Is there art?’ And very rude responses, and I 

say, ‘look around you, art is everywhere’, so I find it very interesting that people 

don’t notice, because, magically, if you took all the art out, they would totally 

notice the difference. Because this place has a real cross-section of society 

visiting, one of the things I love as someone who lives in the art world is that you 

have people who could not tell you the difference between a painting and a 

lithograph, art is not their thing, they would not go to an art gallery but they do 

come here. I love sharing the art collection with them.  

More specifically, people who are already very engaged with the art collection, I 

think they regret that there isn’t more art in the First World War galleries, which 

there used to be a larger number of paintings. It’s just curatorial evolution at the 

time, decisions have been made. Other people absolutely love it because of the 

dioramas that are showcased, so, empirically, there is a more natural progression 

through the gallery, particularly if you’re not that familiar with WW1 history as 

early generations would have been.  

So, the usual mix. This is my anecdotal experience; I don’t claim to be across the 

visitor survey side of things. 
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Q6. MN: What role do you think art plays in the representation of the Great War 

and, by extension, other wars documented in the War Memorial? Would these 

representations be within the Official War Art Scheme exclusively? 

AG: So originally the intent was only really to display the Official War Art 

Scheme, but they realised that was impossible pretty quickly, there were too many 

parts of the war that hadn’t been documented by Official War Artists, so they 

started supplementing that with official commissions, and also with other work. 

For example, a painting by George Coates. This was painted for the Royal 

Academy, unofficial in that sense. This painting was clearly an interpretation of a 

Deposition [from the Cross], so very quickly the memorial started acquiring art 

from a whole range of different responses, and that includes the present day.  

We see our role as to interpret the Australian experience of conflict, so it’s much 

more diverse. We have acquired work that reflects the civilian experience in 

Syria, which had nothing to do with the ADF. We are interested in civilian artists 

that respond to [War] art in some way. We have a lot of soldier art which is not of 

a museum standard to be acquired. We have always done that; especially from the 

Second World War, we have quite a lot. It’s interesting about where Australian art 

was at. Australia’s soldier/painter equivalent would be Will Longstaff, who 

served himself and then goes on to paint Menin Gate at Midnight. It’s a very 

different response to what had been done; it’s very conservative in its form; it’s a 

history painting. His work was a very different response, aesthetically, to what 

European artists were doing. I do wonder how much of that comes down to 
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Australia’s geographical remove—I don’t think Australia had the sort of Nihilism 

you see coming out in Europe. I think a hell of a lot people felt it, but I just don’t 

think there was as much space to express it. I think there is a lot of it in letters.  

We will acquire stuff, things that come up at auction, we’ll look at things that 

way, we’ll look at anything that’s pretty much conflict-related and go from there, 

based on where the collection is already at.  

There have been shifts in the collecting approach, so, for example, we recently 

commissioned Daachi Dang to create a new work on the Vietnamese/Australian 

experience of the conflict during or after the war. Their stories haven’t been told 

here; [the Vietnam collection is] pretty much the experiences of the ADF. There 

are Vietnamese veterans who fought with Australians whose stories haven’t been 

told. Even the Holocaust has become a real collection focus, because again it 

wasn’t seen as an Australian experience through the ADF, but because there have 

been so many Australian citizens that came to Australia because of the Holocaust, 

it’s something that the memorial has almost retrospectively collected. The 

Memorial’s collection has changed over time in response to such gaps. 

Q7. MN: I’m aware that Turkish filmmaker Köken Ergun was co-commissioned 

by the Australian War Memorial to make a film [Heroes, 2018] that deals with 

various war narratives, drawing attention here to the different permutations of the 

Gallipoli Campaign of 1915. Have you seen the film? In what ways do you 

believe this film contributes to a contemporary evaluation of the Anzac legend?  
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AG: Because it’s so long [in duration], it’s not really good for gallery display. 

Partly it’s the nature of the building; we don’t have the space that ArtSpace has. 

We had a screening with Ergun when he was in the country. We have future plans 

for exhibition, or at least for scheduled screenings alongside exhibitions. That’s 

probably more suitable. Because it is so long [80 minutes], it’s not suitable to 

screen on a loop, it’s not ideal. I have definitely seen it through once, and seen 

other bits of it. It’s a fantastic work. It’s again one of the few international 

commissions we have done, which again is a very recent new direction. I think 

especially because it captures it beautifully, and he has such a dispassionate 

approach, he’s really able to draw out the different threads of such a complex site 

in contemporary times.  

Certainly something I was completely oblivious to until I was working here was 

the significance of Gallipoli to Turkey, and I suspect that that’s the same for many 

Australians, not to mention the meaning of that for contemporary Turkey, and 

timely for what is happening in Turkey today, and he‘s really captured, I think, a 

lot of the diversity of the ways that different countries commemorate at Gallipoli, 

including Australians and New Zealanders. There is very extremist ideology 

around the successful expulsion of the infidel. It is an incredible landmark site of 

national history.  

It was really interesting in how he captured vignettes of Turkish tour guides 

talking about how Australians and New Zealanders save from the age of seven, 

get a money box and start saving to visit Gallipoli. I assume that one kid that he 
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met told him that’s what they did. The video allows space for these 

misunderstandings across cultures to be seen. I find that really beautiful. He was 

visiting the Gallipoli Peninsula over two years to create this work. He really gave 

it time to pull it together, that cross-section of views, and I think it’s going to be a 

lasting testament to this moment, and it being a work that seeks to understand 

these historic events but through how they’re understood in the present and very 

much for the centenary moment. I think it sits really well with the commissions 

that we’ve done around the First World War. There has been a lot of 

contemporary art that we’ve commissioned around all those sort of threads.  

Have you [Michael] seen the print portfolio by Laura Webster of commissioned 

printmakers to make a print about the First World War? Nearly all of them 

researched family history and found connections. An interesting response was by 

Megan Cope. Her worked looked at unpacking her great grandfather’s war 

experience. It was really interesting how different artists approached it, nicely 

contained. I think it’s one thing that print portfolios do really beautifully; short-

term and defining a particular moment.  

Did you [Michael] see David Jolly’s work? Paintings? He was sent to the 

centenary Dawn Service at Gallipoli. His work captures a national moment, but 

again just his observations that don’t direct you how to feel, but beautiful work. 

We’ve also acquired work by Shirley McNamara, an Aboriginal artist from 

Queensland who was incredibly moved by service in the First World War, tied 

back to her own experience of colonial violence on her Country. We saw it 
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independently and acquired some work. We acquired Richards Lewers sculptural 

work from the ‘Sappers and Shrapnel’ Exhibition at AGSA.  

The First World War has attracted criticism throughout the centenary as to how 

much money Australia spent compared to other nations, but one of the things I 

really want to see is the comparative data, because people always measure against 

what other nations spend on the First World War [memorial events] but they don’t 

measure it against what those nations spend on national commemorations of all 

kinds. I’m really interested to know what France was saying that their total 

expenditure is across all their historical commemoration. It’s really clear that the 

First and Second World War wasn’t their high point, understandably that it wasn’t 

a good time, they weren’t defeated, but all that fighting on their land for a 

sustained period of time, they had horrific casualties, and you look at the gorgeous 

collections from the Napoleonic era, and then the spaces that they’re given 

compared to WW1 and 2, they’re not the stories they’re choosing to tell as their 

primary story and narrative. Then you look at Australia’s history—Federation, 

1901, and the timing of the First World War—partly it’s the circumstance of 

history about when that all happened, and that’s just one thread, it’s not a 

statement to account for all of that, and that’s one of the things I’ve been thinking 

about throughout this time.  

End of transcript  
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Appendix 3: The use of painting in the promotion of the master narrative in 
the Centenary Exhibition of Anzac 

The centenary of the GW also marks the centenary of Australia’s Official War Art 

Scheme, founded in 1917 and managed by the AWM. Since the Scheme’s 

inauguration, more than 70 artists have been deployed to conflicts and 

peacekeeping zones, making it one of Australia’s most significant art 

commissioning programs. Despite this, the Scheme occupies a marginal position 

within the historiography of Australian art. There are many reasons for this as 

Ryan Johnson (2015, p. 12) explains:  

the assumed elevation of historical veracity and realism over aesthetic 

experiment and avant-garde inclination; political suspicion of a state-endorsed 

program for the depiction of war; and a belief that embedding artists with the 

military is both compromising and increasingly anachronistic when the 

proliferation of digital information means that unmediated and even leaked 

classified footage of war can now readily be found on mainstream websites.  

Surprisingly, Official War Art painting is mediated into the CE of A sparingly lit, 

and subservient to the sparkling glass cabinet exhibit-presence, seemingly a 

directed exhibition strategy on the part of the curators. An example of this is the 

dissociative distancing of The Charge of the 3rd Light Horse at the Nek, 7 August 

1915 (Figure 93) by Lambert with the diorama of The Attack at Lone Pine 6, 10 

August 1915. These battles occurred within hours of one another, and the strategic 

effectiveness of both was dependent on the victory of each. No association 

between the two exhibits exists as a result of poor associational curating. George 

Lambert’s Anzac, The Landing 1915 (1920-22, Figure 91) is representative of the 

warrior/hero aspect of the master narrative. Produced through commission by the 
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Official War Art Scheme at the AWM, the subject is swarming and charging 

infantry, depicted in the now-mythical landscape space of the legend of Anzac, 

scrambling up ‘the heights’ after ‘the landing’ and advancing against Ottoman 

troops at ANZAC Cove. Wearing an item of English uniform indicates colonial 

allegiance to Britain and indicates Australian troops’ worthiness to wear the 

uniform of the ‘mother country’. Slouch hats were carried and later worn at 

ANZAC Cove, along with British pith helmets.26  

  

The influence of the master narrative of Anzac here has revised historical detail to 

bring into line a trope of national identity, as distinct from the subordinate 

colonial role that the service cap signifies, of the AIF in the early stage of the war. 

It seems that clues for reconfiguring and contesting the master narrative of Anzac 

at the AWM are present in existing sanctioned exhibits. The variations analysed in 

 

26 The Brodie helmet, symbolic of the Great War, was not issued during the Gallipoli campaign. 
This remains a little-known fact and is not highlighted in the CE of A. As a revisionist researcher, 
I would encourage these details to be corrected. 

Figure 91 George Lambert, ANZAC, 

The Landing 1915 (detail), 1920–22 
Figure 92 AWM tour group ‘ANZAC Landing’. 

Image credit: M Nay  
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Lambert’s composition are indicative of the culture in which these memories have 

been built and emerge, and later evaluations are about the workings of memory 

itself. Lambert’s paintings contain useful elements critical for investigating the 

possibilities and limitations within picturing and narrative as a mode of 

representation for this research. 

Many of the paintings curated into the CE of A were commissioned soon after the 

war in the 1920s, at the same time that the first draft of the official British History 

of the Great War was released.27 I theorise that by way of preserving the prowess 

of the AIF in its baptism of fire, and promulgated in the emerging Anzac legend, 

most themes for painting commissioned and sanctioned by the Australian 

government, and certainly those chosen for the CE of A, are: attack, moving 

forward, and taking enemy positions. This, I posit, is in reaction to, and based on 

the sensitivity of, the British slight against Australian troops consolidating their 

tenuous positions after the landing.  

I have been able to clearly separate war art from memorial art in the aesthetic 

developments in the painting of the 1920s and ‘30s, and importantly the dialogue 

 

27 To the horror of the Australian government, the English author stated that Australians were seen 
at the time of the landing deserting forward positions and retiring to the beach. In Carolyn 
Holbrook’s ANZAC, The Unauthorised Biography, she cites Alister Thomson’s documentation of 
the controversy that arose when Charles Bean—the Official Australian Historian of the GW—
deemed that a draft of the official British history of Gallipoli placed too much weight on the 
Australian shirkers who gathered on the beach on the day of the landing: ‘After details were 
leaked to a hysterical press, the official British historian James Edmonds was quick to place 
diplomatic serenity before historical accuracy and toned down the criticism to the point where 
even Bean thought it had gone too far’ (Holbrook 2014, pp. 46–7). 
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that took place between tradition and the avant-garde in these decades. This 

research seeks to affirm the importance of a new wave of commemorative war 

painting that acknowledges intergenerational trauma (post-memory) as a trauma 

category of the Great War hitherto unexplored in Australian memory painting. If 

contemporary European painters have benefitted from the first wave of the visual 

expression of the trauma of the GW from the 1920s and ‘30s, contemporary 

Australian painters have no such precedent in the national canon of war painting. 

In the Australian Official War Art Scheme’s commissioning of painters, 

depictions of the battlefields of the Western Front, mud, shell craters and broken 

trees obliquely conveyed the loss of human life through the destruction of nature. 

These landscapes of the aftermath of battle evoked silence and absence. Sketches 

and photographs of the makeshift battlefield graves where fallen soldiers were 

buried before the creation of official cemeteries brought a geometry and order to 

mass death. 

Although death was always implied in these landscapes, the depiction of the 

bodies of dead soldiers was controversial. Conventions concerning palatable 

representations of heroic death in painting abound in officially commissioned 

painting. Museums have thresholds concerning shock and offence. I do not have 

these constraints in my representation of psychological trauma and trauma to the 

body in my painting for this project. In the history of European painting over 

seven centuries are found genres of graphic representations of physical violence 

demonstrating that a greater tolerance for violent and confronting subject matter 

exists in western painting practice, as opposed to the conventions of restraint in 
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hegemonic curation in western museology. I refer here to the mild use of violence 

and graphic content in the CE of A in the form of Lambert’s Charge of the 3rd 

Light Horse Brigade (Figure 93).  

 

 

This history painting’s subject is the wholesale slaughter of young Victorian and 

Western Australian Light Horse troopers engaged in a four-wave attack against a 

strongly held Turkish trench on 7 August 1915. Within minutes, casualties 

totalled 234 killed and 138 wounded. The attack features in the climactic 

conclusion to Peter Weir’s 1981 metafiction Gallipoli. Charles Bean’s Official 

History of the war included a witness account of the charge. A young Western 

Australian farmer, Wilfred Harper, ‘was last seen running forward like a 

Figure 93 George Lambert, The Charge of the 3rd Light Horse Brigade at the Nek, 7th of August 1915 

(detail), 1924. Oil on canvas. 152 x 305 cm. Collection of the Australian War Memorial 
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schoolboy in a foot-race, with all the speed he could compass’28 Weir’s film ends 

after the third wave’s attack; was the atrocity of three waves, not the four that 

occurred, considered enough horror for viewing audiences?  

Note the stigmata wound to the hand of the soldier on the right of Lambert’s 

painting, implying Christian suffering and sacrifice against a Muslim enemy—an 

unfortunate or deliberate crusade referent, comparing this campaign with the Holy 

Wars of the past.  

  

It seems that clues for reconfiguring and contesting the master narrative of Anzac 

at the AWM are present in existing sanctioned exhibits. The variations, as 

analysed in Lambert’s compositions, are indicative of the culture in which visual 

historical memories of the GW have been built and emerge, and, consequentially, 

later evaluations of these paintings, and their value in understanding Anzac after 

100 years, are best concentrated on the workings of memory itself. Lambert’s 

 

28 cited in the West Australian. Strongest sons ran towards certain death Friday, 25 April 2014. 

Figure 94 Arthur Streeton, Villers-Bretonneux, 1918 

 

Figure 95 Will Longstaff, Study, Dismembered Leg 

(detail), 1918 
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paintings contain essential elements critical for investigating the possibilities and 

limitations within picturing and narrative as a mode of representation for this 

research. In examining paintings produced by Australians through the Official 

War Art Scheme of the GW, this research has posited a theory concerning the 

relationship between a criticism of the AIF and the ‘attack’ subject matter in 

prescribed themes. Given the initial survey of GW paintings focused on 

Australian examples, this research shifted focus to the ‘nz’ in Anzac for examples 

of New Zealand GW painting. I located a work by Ion Brown, The Battle of 

Chunuk Bair, 8 August, 1915 (1990, Figure 96). In this dramatic painting, 

elements of the New Zealand Mountain Rifles and the New Zealand Infantry 

Brigade defend a recently won position on the heights of Chunuk Bair against an 

overwhelming counter-attack. The position was subsequently re-taken by the 

Turks. The subject theme of ‘defence’ in this work has no comparable Australian 

equivalent in the canon of GW painting. Defence as a theme to promulgate the 

mythical status of Chunuk Bair in the public memory of New Zealanders reveals a 

schism, albeit abstruse, in the shared memory referents of Anzac for each country. 

The altering of headwear in Lambert’s The Landing is an example of the 

manipulation of historical veracity in painting’s portrayal of facts, in opposition to 

the Dr Gunn’s assessment of the role of painting in the CE of A.  
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This analysis of the paintings curated into the CE of A in part explains the limited 

thematical scope of the Official War Art Scheme. ‘Attack’ themes satisfy the 

amelioration of negative British inuendo concerning the fighting qualities of the 

AIF, subsequently influencing historical veracity, and across 100 years, assisting 

in the shaping of master narrative hero/warrior tropes.  

The contextual role of Australian Official War Art painting of the Great War  

Australian artists responded to the GW mainly via the Official War Art Scheme, 

some assigned during the war, and many completing major artworks 

commissioned after the war and into the 1920s. The majority of paintings were 

formal recordings of military events. The vast scale of loss created a need for 

markers that acknowledged the war visually and spatially. There is very little 

Australian Official War Art painting that reveals progressive committee 

commissioning dispensing with the representational language of the 19th Century 

or traditional ideas about military art. 

Figure 96 Ion Brown, The Battle of Chunuk Bair 8 August 1915, 1990. Oil on canvas 
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In the years following 1918, the conflict continued to reach deep into all aspects 

of the lives of Australians. For the generation of painters who came to prominence 

as a result of their commissioned works, it was not a formative experience, or a 

memory, but an inescapable spectre. For both Arthur Streeton and George 

Lambert, this phase of their painting practice constituted mid-to-late career, their 

major war paintings being completed in their 50s and 60s—Lambert died in 1930, 

aged 57. The presence of the war was palpable, and its impact could be felt even 

when the war itself was not immediately apparent in ostensibly peaceful imagery 

of Western Front landscapes by Streeton and soldier portraits by Lambert. 

What could be described as an artistic interregnum followed the war years into the 

1920s. I have discussed this in Chapter One, positing the likely reasons for this, 

including descriptions of social conditions and the pervasive xenophobic and 

antisemitic attitudes towards international and modernist works among Australian 

curators and Directors at significant public institutions.  

Historiographic metafiction – Conflated private and public memory 

Born approximately at the halfway mark of this 100-year commemoration of 

ANZAC, I cannot remember a time in my life without reminders of the 

catastrophic event of the GW, either through observation of the psychological and 

physical injuries in my family or community, or its resonating political impact on 

questions such as conscription during the Vietnam War. From an early age, I was 

exposed to the GW in literature, plays and cinema, all from a time before I can 
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remember. A habitual obsession was to pore over family albums containing 

forebear soldiers’ GW photographs, postcards and mementos.  

The War casts a long shadow from its outbreak to the present day. Within former 

combatant nations, such as Australia, the 1914–18 conflict possesses an almost 

mythic status. To even mention battles of the war such as the Somme or Gallipoli 

is to seemingly conjure, almost automatically, visions of devastated, debris-strewn 

landscape, suffering soldiers enduring the torrent of industrialised warfare, and 

strong emotions of pity, sadness, anger and national pride. This is the ‘popular 

memory’ of the conflict, defined as the wider perceptions of the populace, 

emerging from tradition and culture, which are placed in contrast to the practices 

of the professional or academically rigorous pursuit of ‘history’. This contrast 

between history and memory with regard to the GW is especially acute amongst 

the Anglophile nations that contributed to the British Army. The very 

remembrance of the War of 1914–18 within these societies is accompanied by a 

veil of sorrow and sentimentality that scholars have found almost impenetrable. 

This common remembrance of the conflict has been harshly critiqued, albeit 

perhaps accurately, as the rats, gas, mud and blood image of the war, as this 

perception reinforces the apparently widely held belief in a fiery, bloody conflict 

that caused the deaths of hundreds of thousands of men with a corresponding 

impact on bereaved families at home.   
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Along with a number of studies being undertaken internationally, this project 

seeks to demonstrate a way in which popular memory of this conflict can be 

contested. Revisionist historians have sought to provide a reassessment of the GW 

beyond the established tropes of disillusionment and despair. These studies have 

also examined the fabricated nature of the popular memory of the conflict within 

former combatant societies. These analyses have argued that the conceptions held 

regarding the GW are the product not of history but of an acceptance of cultural 

forms. Post-war memoirs, novels, film and television programs which represent 

the war, whether through scenes of the battlefields with stoic, suffering soldiers, 

or behind the lines with shell-shocked victims of the conflict, are regarded as the 

source of the popular ‘misconception’ of the conflict. These media are seen as 

promoting limited views of the war, focusing on shock and emotion as cynical 

ploys to garner the attention of their audiences. Whether it is Paul Gross’s film 

Passchendaele in Canada, the classic television comedy Blackadder Goes Forth 

in Britain, or Peter Weir’s iconic film Gallipoli in Australia, these depictions of 

war are critiqued by historians who regard the limited and clichéd expressions as 

fuelling a public misunderstanding. In short, the popular perception of the conflict 

is a ‘media-ted’ memory. The popular memory is also a distinct post-war creation, 

emerging not from the battlefields themselves but through the representation of 

the conflict after 1918. 

ANZAC film and television of the 1980s played an important role in the 

development of the ANZAC legend, interacting with political and social factors to 

promote a version best suited to the nationalistic aspirations of the times, and for 
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the first time presenting one around which there was widespread consensus. 

Further, an awareness developed that the last of the surviving GW veterans were 

passing away; a nationalistic post-memory nostalgia was growing around their 

legacy. Peter Weir’s defining film, Gallipoli (1981), was a moving piece of 

cinema. It presented to Australian audiences a readily acceptable version of the 

ANZAC story, and remains to this day its best-known representation of Gallipoli 

since 1916. 

A collaboration formed between ANZAC historian Bill Gammage, Peter Weir, a 

then-young director with a vision for telling significant Australian stories, and 

David Williamson, a screenwriter with a reputation as an incisive observer of 

Australian stories, the film was inspired by Weir’s own visit to Gallipoli, being 

partly funded by Rupert Murdoch, whose own father played a critical role in the 

anti-British sentiment growing out of the campaign. Its famous final image was 

drawn from a line of Bean’s official war history. 

The film makes strong visual links between ANZAC and Australia: both the 

Egyptian desert and Gallipoli Peninsula landscapes feature heavily; and the 

similarities to the Australian outback, also featured, help make it feel natural, 

allowing Australians to identify with ANZAC Cove. Of course, the naturalisation 

of the Turkish landscapes of the film is largely because they are actually 

Australian, with a variety of South Australian locations standing in for Gallipoli.  
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The influence of the movie is difficult to overestimate. One critic, David 

Stratton,29 considered it potentially the definitive film, not just of ANZAC, but of 

Australia in the period. It was popular with audiences and most critics alike, 

although some noted that it merely restated the ANZAC legend without asking 

any hard questions about it. Reynaud suggests in The Great War in Post-Memory 

Literature and Film that: 

it is probably the most widely discussed Australian film of all time, and is the 

subject of a formidable body of work, both scholarly and popular. 

Anecdotally, it appears to have influenced the understanding of many 

Australians about the Gallipoli campaign, evidenced by Prime Minister Bob 

Hawke’s visit to the Nek in 1990.30  

Further, in all likelihood more people have seen this film than have read any of 

the major books on Gallipoli. In any case, the emotional impact and memorability 

of moving image over text means that it has probably been a more significant 

shaper of contemporary Australian attitudes to Gallipoli than any written text. 

Peter Jackson’s 2018 They Shall Not Grow Old uses state-of-the-art technology 

and 600 hours of material from the BBC and Imperial War Museum to show life, 

in colour, on the Western Front, and includes many stories of life in the trenches 

by the men who were there. Jackson does this by using digital visual effects, 

starting with grainy black and white newsreel stock that we have come to accept 

 

29 Stratton, D 1990, The avocado plantation: boom and bust in the Australian film industry, Pan 
Macmillan, Sydney. 
30 Löschnigg, M & Sokolowska-Paryż, M (eds) 2014, The Great War in post-memory literature 
and film, Chpt. Deutsche Nationalbiblothek, Berlin. 
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as the historical record of the GW. The usually stilted film clips—shot at 13 

frames per second—have been interpolated to the contemporary standard of 24 

frames per second, producing a startling immediacy. Jackson doesn’t crowd the 

screen with dates, names and maps, but lets the soldiers speak for themselves. 

Jackson used lip readers to give regional accents to the ‘actors’, analysing 

uniforms and directing vernacular to the distinctive regions of the Chums and Pals 

battalions in the footage. 

This film is significant to the research in the ways Jackson developed 

methodologies to analyse and reveal the idiosyncrasies of the individual soldier 

hitherto lost to the limited detail captured by film technology of the time, and to 

generalised deterioration of the film stock. Furthermore, the redaction by censors 

of the horrifying nature of this industrialised war—hideous death, violence and 

sensitive military details—all contributed to a narrow filmic scope in the moving 

pictures of the conflict. These issues parallel this research in the ways that 

painting harnesses the small ‘h’ hero of Anzac as represented in the CE of A. 

Importantly, it is Jackson’s engagement with the mix of such sensory modes as 

language, colour and intimate-foregrounded space that aligns with the concerns of 

this research; both address the ordinary soldier of this conflict by adopting 

experimental methodologies to progress the field of war cinema and war painting 

at this time of centenary. Jackson’s work is dedicated to the memory of his 

grandfather. 
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Appendix 4: Supplementary images 

Significant and lead images of the Australian War Memorial 

 

Figure 97 The $20 million DCM Anzac Hall to be demolished as part of future refurbishment at the AWM, 
2017. Image credit: M Nay 

 

Figure 98 Late afternoon light. Anzac Hall, 2017. Image credit: M Nay 
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Figure 99 The CEW Bean Building, Australian War Memorial. 2017. Image credit: M Nay 

 

Figure 100 Concentrated engagement, CE of A, 2019. Image credit: M Nay 
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Selected collages 

 

 

 

 

Figure 101 M Nay, Untitled boot, mud and puttee, 2018 

Figure 102 M Nay, Receiving the white feather, 2019 
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Figure 103 M Nay, Brain-knee and Simpson’s wounded Anzac 

Figure 104 M Nay, Brain and British War Medal, 2020 
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Collages for painting 

 

Figure 105 M Nay, Untitled, 2019 

 

Figure 106 M Nay, Untitled, 2020 
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Figure 107 M Nay, Untitled, 2020 

 
Figure 108 M Nay, Untitled, 2019 
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Figure 109 M Nay, Untitled Snoopy study, 2020 

 

Figure 110 M Nay, Untitled, 2019 
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Selected works in progress 

 

Figure 111 M Nay, Wardrobe study, 2019. Acrylic on canvas 

 

Figure 112 M Nay, Work in progress, 1st Battalion Men: Wayward Child, 2020. Oil on canvas 
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Appendix 5: Ethics Approval Forms 

 

17 October 2019  

Dr Yvette Watt 

C/- University of Tasmania  

Sent via email  

Dear Dr Watt 

REF NO: H0018230 

TITLE: Destabilising the Master Narrative of Anzac: A painterly investigation of 

memory and memorialising of the Great War at the Australian War Memorial.  

We are pleased to advise that acting on a mandate from the Tasmania Social 

Sciences HREC, the Chair of the committee considered and approved the above 

project on 17 October 2019.  

Please ensure that all investigators involved with this project have cited the 

approved versions of the documents listed within this letter and use only these 

versions in conducting this research project.  

This approval constitutes ethical clearance by the Tasmania Social Sciences 

HREC. The decision and authority to commence the associated research may be 

dependent on factors beyond the remit of the ethics review process. For 

example, your research may need ethics clearance from other organisations or 

review by your research governance coordinator or Head of Department. It is 

your responsibility to find out if the approvals of other bodies or authorities are 

required. It is recommended that the proposed research should not commence 

until you have satisfied these requirements.  
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In accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 

Research, it is the responsibility of institutions and researchers to be aware of 

both general and specific legal requirements, wherever relevant. If researchers 

are uncertain they should seek legal advice to confirm that their proposed 

research is in compliant with the relevant laws. University of Tasmania 

researchers may seek legal advice from Legal Services at the University.  

All committees operating under the Human Research Ethics Committee 

(Tasmania) Network are registered and required to comply with the National 

Statement on the Ethical Conduct in Human Research (NHMRC 2007 updated 

2018). Therefore, the Chief Investigator’s responsibility is to ensure that:  

(1) All investigators are aware of the terms of approval, and that the research is 

conducted in compliance with the HREC approved protocol or project description.  

REF NO: H0018230 

TITLE: Destabilising the Master Narrative of Anzac: A painterly investigation of 

memory and memorialising of the Great War at the Australian War Memorial.  

Human Research Ethics 

Committee (Tasmania) Network 

Research Ethics and Integrity Unit 

Office of Research Services Australia  

Private Bag 1 T +61 3 6226 2975 

Hobart Tasmania E ss.ethics@utas.edu.au 

7001 ABN 30 764 374 782 /CRICOS 00586B 

utas.edu.au  
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