
The Fascinum Frieze was a long time in the making and marks the point where I went off the beaten track as a painter. A kind of protracted 
deprogramming process followed, with no reset button. It may sound like a cliché but the frieze really did develop a life of its own, 
one that wasn’t going to be rushed or pushed around. It was satisfying having a visual narrative that referred to its own artifice and 
audience spectatorship and which questioned artistic intentions and motivations. Allied to this was a desire to cast viewers as unwelcome 
interlopers, or voyeurs invading personal space; where uncanny recognition momentarily transforms the sense of the painting as illusion 
to a confrontation between art and audience in which innocent bystanders are cast as participants in the pictorial drama. I wanted to mess 
with people’s heads but ended up messing with my own.

As time went on, one of the strongest influences on narrative direction came from a desire to abort the frieze. Immobilisation and fatigue 
were reflected in characters’ facial expressions and postures. They became increasingly unresponsive and uncooperative - falling asleep 
on the job, freezing into carbon copies of old selves - unable to function realistically or take direction. The girl and her elephant alter-ego 
became props in storage, floating in a blue void. Rendered as statues on plinths, they earmarked a creative regime that needed toppling. 
But I was committed and escape wasn’t that simple. Full of stops and starts, twists and turns, complex and mysterious, with ironies and 
loose ends, the frieze became something else - it was exploring something deeper, the unspoken and unthought.

One turning point came when I thought that I had finally found an ‘end’. I convinced my mother to pose as an old crone, a shamanistic 
character whose hands were to be depicted severing the umbilical cord of this invading inner space psychonaut with gloved hands – a self 
portrait of sorts. As she slashed the cord, the frieze would shut down, this hydra of audience voyeurism beheaded, and the transmission 
of imagery broken. Back then the crone was in no way meant to represent my mother. Two years later Mum came out of a long remission 
from cancer. “I just can’t imagine the world going on without me”, she once said. It was unimaginable, so unfathomable, that it was only by 
the coincidence of returning to those hands a few weeks before the end, that I caught on to the implications of my cord cutting rehearsal. 
An intense and paralyzing pressure filled my chest, an almost pleasurable feeling. This was a narrative on the hunt. There was nothing 
submerged or subliminal about it. I stood at my front door, staring at what would soon be a foreign world. The ancient Egyptians believed 
that an important part of the soul lay in the chest at the heart or ‘Ib’. Now I could see why. The paint dried on its palette and the frieze 
remained untouched for eight years.

Looking back on the process of making this frieze, it is clear that I needed to develop independently and quietly live the art; to own 
my own progression. My choice was to stay hostage to instinct and the hope of conceptual alchemy, rather than the competitive 
lobotomies and conceptual straight jackets of the fashion adjusted. Throwing permission out the window 
and slipping through the safety net of cultural networks and convention can mean wandering at 
length in an otherness that is potentially devastating and traumatic. I’ve often asked myself was 
it worth it? There are no easy answers. It just was.

Iain Whittaker 
2011

“You don’t have to go far off the interpreted path to find yourself in very difficult places.” 
Joseph Campbell, The Power of Myth
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“It’s a dangerous thing to say what 
a picture is. If things get too specific, 
the dream stops. There are things that 
happen sometimes that open a door that 
lets you soar out and feel a bigger thing. 
Like when the mind gets involved in a 
mystery. It’s a thrilling feeling. When you 
talk about things, unless you’re a poet,  
a big thing becomes smaller.” 
David Lynch

SHAPESHIFTER IN PAINT
I’m not so comfortable with words. I love sounds and I love images, 
and I love feelings. I like the idea of intuition. I think a lot of things in 
life are understood that way. So I approach this writing with a sense 
of caution and I start this text with a personal story. 

In the early 90s I was living in Sydney, immersed in physical theatre 
and circus. I had not seen Iain for several years, for no reason other 
than that our lives were happening in different locations. 

I was preparing a performance - fire breathing on a film clip - and 
was on a break in my favorite café in Newtown. I was drawn to a 
postcard across the room. A stunning painting of a warped circus 
space, a woman breathing fire through a picture frame. The card was 
advertising an exhibition “Face Your Audience” by …Iain Whittaker.  
The plan was to surprise Iain at the opening.

The next day, fire breathing for the cameras, I remember feeling 
slightly nonchalant about the act. Then things went horribly wrong. 
The kerosene came back on my skin. My face was set alight. I 
panicked, whirling confused and flapping at the flame for too long. 
Enough to end up with second degree burns to my face. I felt frus-
trated and angry with myself - I had become too complacent with 
fire in performance. The elation of “finding” Iain and seeing his work 
at the opening had been doused in kero. I couldn’t face the outside 
world. 

I did make it to the final week of the exhibition, a bandage over 
one half of my face. Iain wasn’t there. I came to the panel with the 
fire breather and flinched. Then to the next panel, the same fire 
breather engulfed in flames, her head on fire. I was gob smacked. 
My guest book entry, “Iain it’s been a long time. I would have come 
to the opening but I accidentally set my face on fire.” Knowing Iain 
well placed this occurrence in the realm of the typical. I was almost 
amused and ultimately not surprised that our reunion would have an 
uncanny twist. 

If this was an isolated incidence of premonition one could write it 
off as coincidence. Not that Iain was painting me, he wasn’t subcon-
sciously setting me on fire but I felt conjured all the same. Iain’s work 
has many of these moments. His approach to creating images is not 
only highly intuitive, but open to the operations of luck, fate and 
accident. In this way these paintings are almost a fragile balancing act 
of mysterious forces.  

Iain had been painting his partner Khristina long before he met her. 
He attracted her into his life while painting the Fascinum Frieze – 
strange but true. In 1993 Iain experienced a life-threatening incident 
of anaphylactic shock brought on by a tick bite to the neck. This 
traumatic event changed the course of his life. A few years later while 
working on the Fascinum Frieze, a teacher friend asked Iain to give 
an artist talk at his school. The friend had an ulterior motive - he 
wanted Iain to meet a Canadian prac teacher called Khristina who 
he said looked just like the main character in Iain’s paintings. The 

friend described how when he first met Khristina he found her face 
very familiar but couldn’t place how he knew her or deduct how this 
was possible. When Iain arrived at the school with Fascinum panel 
10 under his arm there she was - his future wife, hair up in a bun, 
wearing a necklace of tawny coloured polished agates. She called this 
her “tick necklace”.

Premonition is more than mere clairvoyance or reading of the future, 
premonition in this instance becomes a calling forth, as if we can 
call life by its correct name, we can bring things into being, “this is 
the essence of magic which does not create but summons” (Kafka). 
Not creating anew but rather revealing what was already present 
but hidden.

This exhibition is titled Psychopomp. A Mediator between the uncon-
scious and the conscious realms. A guide of souls whose responsi-
bility is to escort newly deceased souls to the afterlife. Or - psychotic 
and ostentatious. Take your pick.

As far as style goes, it is not necessary to search for labels - surreal 
or otherwise. When asked in a recent interview where he sits stylis-
tically, Iain responded, “If I had to label myself, I’d say I was a shape 
shifter in paint who can sometimes jump out of his skin”.

There are dark matters at play in this work and one imagines, for the 
artist, the fear that entering this world, knowing it may bring forth 
that which is focused on, makes for a curious and dangerous journey. 
There is a sense of wrestling with tragedy and “done” things (done 
to death). Alchemical and haunted images that sit along side iconic 
re-configurations in a fabulous architecture of symbols. To look in 
from the outside is to go into another world, a place you can get 
lost in but it is not oppressive, rather, it can be hypnotic and magical, 
both dark and light. He doesn’t start out with a map of the work, it is 
not pre-ordained. It unfolds, and sidetracks and slips into the depths.

I’m a performer and the theatre is where I play. This is what I love 
about Iain’s work. You enter a world, a magical space, you go through 
curtains or maybe they draw apart before you. For me these paintings 
are dramatic and filmic, when I look at his work it fills all the expecta-
tions, profound emotions and fantastic ideas, it has to do with human 
nature, and it has to do with pace, it takes time, it’s as if the panels are 
unfolding in a film. Viewing Psychopomp in its entirety – slowly builds, 
and pretty soon you are sucked in. 

“To go in the dark with a light is to know the light. 
To know the dark, go dark. Go without sight, 
And find that the dark, too, blooms and sings, 
And is travelled by dark feet and dark wings.”  

- Wendell Berry

Cheryle Moore

Cover: (detail) Psychopomp, 
2001-11, oil on canvas, 106 x 213cm

This page: (detail) Goodness Knows Where, 
2001-11, oil on canvas, 111 x 213cm

Back: (detail) Fascinum, Panels 1 - 5, 
11, 1994-2011, oil on canvas

Foreword
Wollongong City Gallery first approached Iain Whittaker in 2008 regarding hosting an exhibition of his work. The Gallery, always interested 
in presenting the diversity of art produced in this area, was fascinated by the singularly unique vision Whittaker presented in his work. 

His painting, replete with fantastic imagery and incongruous juxtapositions – placing the familiar with the unfamiliar – is both confronting 
in its ideas and eminently accessible in the photographic - like realism and lushness of his imagery. However, scratch below the surface of 
Whittaker’s seductive, obsessively detailed, hallucinatory works and you will be rewarded with layers of deeper, darker meaning all discreetly 
embedded with enigmatic cultural references and autobiographical leanings.

Whittaker’s exhibition Psychopomp in many ways surveys the work and ideas with which he has been intensely engaging for over the past 10 
years. It is a coalescence and culmination of a period of deep personal and professional introspection and an ultimate public presentation of 
this very personal work.

Wollongong City Gallery would like to thank the artist for his passion and commitment to this project and we hope that, like us, you will be 
transported, surprised and engaged by this exhibition.

John Monteleone 
Program Director
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