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ES:
I am with Rachel Carroll in Manly, in her lovely apartment.  Rachel, we are just going to start out with -- maybe you just sharing with me a little bit about what inspires you artistically.  Obviously the environment – I will leave that to you, maybe there are other things that you want to talk about.
RC:
Wow. Inspiration. That it could go on for a few days so I will try and narrow it down for you.  I guess I reflect on inspiration most recently that might simplify things for you.  I mean, in general, as an artist I think you are always going to be inspired by other artists.  I think that is a given.  I work in a gallery I am meeting artists all the times so if there is a plethora of joy, of creative understanding in this area so that is very exciting as well as my own connections with the city and galleries and people I have gone to university with, we still stay in contact so that is pretty good as well.  
In terms of my own personal research and I do call it research when I am – now I am embarking on a body of work.  The landscape itself is definitely foremost in terms of where I am going and why and as you know since 2006 that has been the Murray-Darling basin as a whole.  I have tried to go to a different location every single year and meet the local scientists or any that happened to be in the area, any indigenous and sometimes even politicians and for me meeting those people and hearing their stories and local inhabitants of course, people that live in the areas, that have grown up in the bush or loggers could have been there all their life for some many generations, for me that enhances the vision that I am trying to – I guess – encapsulate in an art work.  I am trying to bring back the essence of the location and for me it helps to have that knowledge, to have that vision kind of locked in as I am painting.  So being out there is a big part.  So I sketch, I photograph, I meet people, almost conduct my own interviews really it becomes these stories that I – I guess I do not really use it in any way except for my own visual inspiration back in the studio trying to remember the location and feel and the people.  
Most recently this has evolved a little more which I have not even has a chance to tell you about but I have kind of isolated my vision – not isolated – but I guess honed in my vision a little bit more where I have really narrowed it down to the most recent series to just water.  Yeah, that was my last trip to Kosciuszko where I saw where the water started.  It was almost like it is the peak near of going okay but where – you know, going to a molecular level if you like and wanting to get into the source of the source if you like and for me that brought back something that I had actually touched on as a concept when I was living in Scotland back in 2001 where I was really pushing ideas about that compared and contrast art and science and how they can coexist and benefit each other.  I guess sometimes I had seen myself as rather than a scientist in a lab, a scientist in a studio sort of thing, the actual act of blending colours and creating an art work has scientific elements but I guess I wanted to take it back one step further and look at the molecular composition of water and understand it from a scientific point of view and try and translate that in a visual way.
ES:
So did you study any science  - is that your background?
RC:
No.  I actually loved biology at school but it is always hung in the back of my head and for whatever reason I have met a lot of scientists to my life so I have always been that 20-question kind of person saying how does this work?, why?, why not? yada yada. 
ES:
Yes.
RC:
And even when I was back at uni – I went back and I had to do an extracurricular course, I think in first or second year, that ended up being science as well.  So, I guess I have always kept it there in the back of my mind as something I really love and I have always seen it -- to begin with I started as big no, no way, art and science cannot even come together and I am really having arguments with some mates who had scientifically trying, saying you cannot be an artist, there is no way.  I really had it in my head that there were two separates scenes, two different sides of the brain there was no overlapping world.  It was almost like I was talking myself out of it so I can talk myself into it.
ES:
Yes, yes.
RC:
Because I have come full circle 13 years later and I have met scientists that are artists and sculptors and the whole gamut and then I have realised how my own fascination with science is now feeding my art even further to the point where I have got scientific texts to supplement what I have done.
ES:
Have you?
RC:
Yeah and it really spooked me out to begin with it because I was not sure how I was going to – I mean it still is evolving.  I have completed a body of artwork, 27 pieces that pretty much say what I want to say for this first juncture but the spooky thing was I started painting and I have being obsessed with painting circles to represent the molecular logo of water.
ES:
When that was starting to come out in the last series that you did where there were circle type bubbles almost like it is coming from the spring.
RC:
Yes, exactly.  Yes.  But for me I felt they are unresolved and ungrounded like where was it coming from, why, and I thought it was just me oversimplifying,  reflections or something, and then coincidentally I decided to start researching what a water molecule looks like and why and why not, yada yada and I was so excited that first week in the studio and I found out that if a water molecule existed outside of earth’s atmosphere it would be a perfect circle but because of our atmospheric pressure it is oval shaped.
ES:
Okay.
RC:
I have been painting that already without even knowing that and that just blew me away.  So that was exciting.  So in some ways, I am still putting into words this whole exploration….
ES:
Because I have always had a sense with your Murray Darling exploration that you were always wanting to get back to the source of the Murray but to me it was almost like an analogy, analogous with your own artistic search as well so you are coming back to where it all comes from.
RC:
Yes.
ES:
It is a very tightly linked with this so it will be fascinating to me when you get to this molecular exhibition.
RC:
Yes.
ES:
Because it is almost like you are really getting to the innards of your artistic inspiration.
RC:
Yes, that is how I feel.  It is like really paring that and it has made me readdress some of the aspects of my own practice because today – I mean, as you know, my work has relied on the landscape of being the crutch of being that source of colour composition, the whole lot that is there in front of you.  You draw it; you go home and paint it.  And then to come back to set another new body of work I have to reassess my use of colour.  I have to rely on my own design for composition and it really made me go, “hang on a second, it is not in a photo, it is not in a sketch book, I am going to have to make it happen and it was very challenging at first because I realised I am bit of a lazy paint mixer but then I also read that Monet was as well so that I think it is okay.  I have read about how he was mixing on the canvas rather than mixing on the pallet.
ES:
Okay, right.
RC:
I thought that was quite exciting.  So, yes, I have done a bit of that myself but – yeah, it is --
ES:
No, no, that is good.  I am so sorry, where were we.   I think that’s exactly what I want to hear, it is fantastic.  What I was going to – was that a bird?
RC:
No, it is my phone (laughs).
ES:
Okay.  The next question was does the idea for a painting come to you in advance or slowly bit by bit or can you talk a bit about that process.
RC:
Yes that notion scares me sometimes because I sometimes worry that one day I am going to get into the studio and not know what to paint or not know what I want to paint because it is very intuitive.  I often have a vision and especially after being out in the landscape I definitely have a vision of what I want to do and how I want to do it but again, that can change when you get back in the studio for these recent series I had a rough finding of what I wanted that I really did not know what or how until I started doing it and this is often the case as many art works regardless of having that solid drawing of a landscape or that solid sense of colour of where you were it is not until you start putting down the marks and working over the marks again and again that you suddenly go hang on I know what I am trying to say now.  I am not a pre-planner, I am not, I know there are some artists that do little mini ones and do a lot of small canvas or small sketches of studies.  I usually do that at the end, believe it or not, I do.  I have to get in to the big one straight up and then at the end I will do little studies of the big ones almost, it is bizarre.
ES:
That is almost the reverse…
RC:
Yes but it almost this obsessive need to quickly get paint on canvas to get a painting done to remind myself I can paint.
ES:
It is weird.  A little bit of confidence right there
RC:
Yeah.
ES:
If not can I do this.
RC:
It is.
ES:
And if you start doing it on the canvas it makes it feel --
RC:
-- a bit more secure.  Yes, straight up.  Yeah, I mean I guess artists have - they all have their little nervous streaks but – yeah and because I am not painting everyday and I’ve got part time jobs, there would be some artists that paint full time and they don’t have that worry but I have solid three-month blocks annually where I get stuff in.  I have to produce the body of work nonstop and no interruptions and yes all 27 have to be completed together and yes they will all have to feed off each other. 
ES:
27 pieces you did in this last time?
RC:
Yeah.  So I was nonstop.  I was doing long hours.  I do not eat much either.  I just get in there, lots of tea and go.
ES:
How much have you got on the go at once?  So when you do 27, at the end of that three months so have you got five up in front of you...
RC:
The whole 27 are in the room constantly, yeah, they are not always completely visible but they are all there and I usually start off with five or six by the next week it is 12 and it is kind of goes... because I do not even know how many I am going to paint sometimes either.  I sometimes start with only three big ones that is a definite and then whatever else comes along.
ES:
So they multiply in the room? They’re breeding!
RC:
Yes, they are making – yes exactly and I need them to do that too because they need to speak to each other as well as stand individually.  I think that is an important strength for it so yeah it was quite a challenge but it is the way I can do it.
ES:
So when you got three at the outset do you find that those three then have three that comes from them and beyond like are there then three strains within that show?
RC:
Not necessarily.  No.  
ES:
They can all be quite different from --
RC:
Yes and even the one I started at the beginning it could be the fifth that is better than that and I am going to go back to the first one and make a catch up sort of thing and that is quite an interesting – yeah and it is just leap of faith everything time.  You just go okay, I am going to do this and you hope because I put a deadline on myself and I hope by the end of that three months that I have completed them all because I bought all the canvas and I bought all the paint and you paying for the space that is it.  Well this time it was more pressure because I was paying per day for the space.  Yeah you are just conscious of all those factors.
ES:
Does that help?  Is that good motivation or is it a negative?
RC:
I don’t know.  I think everyone would be different in responding to that and I think there would be a lot of others that would say no, but for me it worked, I like to say no I’ve got this time because it – no procrastination no mucking around.  You know you don’t time to dilly-dally with this.
ES:
No.
RC:
You are going to get in there, get the job done and then some ways you did the job which I guess some times it can be slow and negative because you go okay I got to go to studio gosh, and you do not always look forward to it but then when you get in there and you are in the zone you realise this is great, this is where I want to be.  
ES:
You have some days where you just do not get in the zone at all?  Like you go in there and suddenly you do not want to be there?
RC:
Yeah.
ES:
You have to really hammer it somedays?
RC:
Yes definitely.  Yeah there are days that you do struggle but even so I put paint to canvas anyway even if I know it is not going to be the best day ever.  I have got to feel like I have made a mood and if sometimes or most days I probably start a whole new canvas just because you are not so precious and you feel like you are going to destroy anything so then you can just be loose and get the other painting up and running.  So I guess yeah you choose your moods just know what you are going to work on and you are in a bad mood do not work on the one you loved the most because the risk of stuffing it up and then not getting it back.  That is too great.
ES:
That is an interesting point because one of the things I am interested in is – looking at the process for poets and for artists, and for me, if I am having a day like that where I really not in the mood starting I will go back to an old piece.  You can not destroy an old poem.  You just keep a copy of the poem as it was and play with it, where you can really destroy a painting.
RC:
Brush it. 
ES:
And then it is gone.
RC:
It is.  Yes.  
ES:
That will be one difference I can see in a way that a poet and an artist approach something that really – sometimes it is easy to get going on an older piece of work and play around with it and then you can start at a new piece that works for you.
RC:
Yes.
ES:
You do not want to do that on a day when you are --
RC:
No.
ES:
You are going to start on something fresh.
RC:
Exactly.  And funnily enough now that we talked about your process I think when I am having a bad day I will sit down and write.  I will write about what I am looking at and --
ES:
will you?
RC:
Yes.  I will start verbalising, I will talk about the texture that – it is almost like – I do keep a note of – in words what I am trying to do visually and it is almost like I’ll recap in writing what I have done and then I will by the end of the writing I will work out what I want to do next so that helps me re-visualise and get back in the zone.
ES:
So journalling is important for you to create that link.
RC:
Yes big time.   
ES:
That process - is that something that you always done, was that encouraged in you when you were studying?
RC:
Yes, I think I have always been – I have always loved writing.  I have always kept journals since I was young, I think since about 10 years of age something ridiculous like that and then once you go through school of course – it is compulsory to have some visual diary and write and I love that.  I could do that every day that was important for me and I have that even when I was travelling.  You know there were some days; there was no time to draw so you would write instead it became – the visual writing.
ES:
Okay.  Think about one of your favourite works of your own, the process of creating that work so just have in mind that you just choose one that you felt very inspired by the process or was it hard to get into the zone for that work or was it one that just flowed off the brush?
RC:
Okay.  Yes.  I can.  Out of these 27 paintings there were three I did in one day, one after the other that flowed and you talked about having bad days and good days, inspired days and not inspired days and then there is something else and I cannot explain what that is and I tried like very hard to get back into that zone it was almost like someone else is painting through me.  I know it sounds weird but it is almost like I was no longer there and a creative process had taken over.  It makes me shiver now when I think about it and I knew as I was doing it, that I was loving it and I knew at the end of it that these were going to be my favourites straight away and that I could not reworked them and I do not know how to explain it may be it is like a gift in a moment in time and it just flows from you.  I did not even think about what I was mixing, I could not even tell you what colours I was using, I probably cannot recreate the colours again but yes, it is almost like a religious experience - it is bizarre.
ES:
I think sometimes that is the reason why they create – people do what they do because of those moments when you have some other force that is working through you – a lot of different types of creatives, let us talk about that and I have been reading Jonah Lehrer looking at creativity and the brain and it is just like getting to another zone and all together in the brain.
RC:
Yes.
ES:
It is not an effort.
RC:
No, it just flows and they were big pieces, a metr by a metre so it was physical as well but I started them and finished them all in one day, the three of them and they all worked together.  I mean, and that is the other thing, sometimes when this happens to me it is not always the one that everyone else likes in terms of the general public but that is fine.  It does not bother me because I will happily keep them forever but it is yes, it is that I can only explain a moment in time and it is – yes, there is no word for it but it is almost like that sense of amalgamation, the artwork is completely together – yeah, I cannot explain it.
ES:
But there is something cohesive about it?
RC:
Yes in every way, in terms of mark, in terms of colour, in terms of composition, it has all flowed, it all transcends that moment and I tried very hard the next, I am so excited – because when you have moments like that you rush back to this – the next day, you are there at six instead of seven and you like okay do it again, do your thing and it is kind of like you want to switch a button or something, it is something I can plug myself into, it was weird and I could not – and it was all – you know what it is too…  It is almost like you are creating without thinking.  There is no fear.  It is all flow and then when you go back and try and do it your brain gets involved and your brain is going… do it like this, you are going to mix this colour, I mean your brain is telling you what to do and you are like – no hang on, this did not happened last time.  And if I start thinking about it too much I am only going to get really tight and analytical about the whole thing and it was weird … I did try to do a couple more paintings that were similar in colour but yes I don’t know.  It will be interesting to get them out in the wall and let people comment because I don’t know --
ES:
So when you did the three at the end of the day were you exhausted?
RC:
Yes but exhilarated still at the same time.  It is like – I guess sometimes you can speak to runners they have run a marathon but they are so pumped up I can do another even though their body physically couldn’t.
ES:
Yes.
RC:
I guess there’s that sense I guess that you have just won a small marathon and to bring it on when is the next.
ES:
Yes.
RC:
Yeah, but there is that sense of – okay, stop, leave the room, get out – you know, you have done that, that is okay but you know muck around with it and I knew that once I finished it as well that I cannot rework it.  This is a moment in time and it can’t be touched again.
ES:
I mean that is something – I was going to ask as well about when are you finished? When you have done a work like that how do you know when to stop, when do you know when to stop touching it?
RC:
Yes that is a good question as well and for me it is always – I always have to come back the next day even if I think I am finished you want to come back the next day and look at them all again and I think it is only when you probably looked at them in three consecutive days and not made any changes that you think okay I think I’m there and that’s intuitive as well.  There’s no way of saying – yes there was no way of saying exactly what makes you think they are finished.  It is like a sense of – I guess there is an overall sense of balance and harmony that it’s complete and reached its point but also on an intellectual level you want to make sure the artwork’s responding the way you wanted to respond.  It is saying what you wanted to say and I guess that almost comes back to that initial discussion about fear and getting in there and starting really quickly because that is another fear of going how do you know when it is finished because there’s not always a definite but it is – all I can say is you get there and you go okay I need to stop there.
ES:
Do you think that’s a learnt skill?
RC:
Yes very much so.
ES:
Yeah.
RC:
Because when I was younger I would come back to a piece six months later that was never finished.  I think even now you can’t say that the process is perfect because I think some artists will look back at work that they have done 20 years ago or 10 years ago and still see improvements because that is natural, you are human, you evolve, you grow, I think that is always going to happen to their work.  I am sure that Lloyd Rees in his 70s looked back on stuff he did and went “gosh I should change that” a little bit to that and I think Fred Williams is like that, they have to hide his work and stop him repainting his work because you get to another stage where you see better or you see it in a new way – you don’t want the old way of seeing to hang around too long. 
ES:
No and may be the old way was perfect. 
RC:
It is …I suppose… in that time.
ES:
... it is about evolving and being wiser and may be just taking them, absorbing more of the world so you’ve got a slightly different perspective.
RC:
Exactly.  Yes and that puts a whole new perspective on your sense of colour and composition and I guess that is why you can say no, you can never retire because the job is never done.  You never were reaching that pinnacle.
ES:
That is right.  You never reached the top of the ladder if you like or whatever, it just always evolving.
RC:
Exactly.
ES:
So where do you do your inspired work?  Do you have a spark that occurs outside the studio, that then you work slowly with later or can it actually happen that there is a first spark of inspiration that can happen in the studio?
COME BACK TO THE TAPE HERE
RC:
Yes.
ES:
Even all the research that you do I am still thinking back on what you were saying about interviewing and photographing and drawing out in the landscape but then you come back to the studio do you think the spark has already happened out there and ---
RC:
I think it has been on an unconscious level but I think it is always completely conscious because I know there are some artists and writers that really visualise what they want to do before they do it even it never ends up that way and I think I used to do that a lot as well.  I used to really visualise what I was hoping to achieve before I got into the studio but more and more I don’t think that’s the case.  I think I do the visualisations evolve once I get into the space again so yeah, it is a constant process and again it goes back to that almost notion of fear, you do not know what you are going to do until you start doing it.
ES:
Yes.
RC:
Even if you have visualised it can totally change.
ES:
And when you are out doing the research and your research is quite extensive compared to some artists and – what I really love is when you talked about interviewing everyone so you are interviewing politicians and the locals and indigenous elders and everyone – you want the whole picture.
RC:
Yes the broad spectrum.
ES:
Yes, I think is inspiring itself that you do that, you are not just looking for one angle.
RC:
Yes, no and it is those stories and those emotions that you remember but are very much about the location as well and I guess on a new level with the water that I am embarking on, I guess I see it, the essence of all this journeying around the country, around the river that we are talking about one resource – okay there’s logging involved and there’s people involved and there’s fish involved and there is other animals involved but essentially it is water we are really focusing on here and how important is water? and that is global.  I guess that is where that next series has probably evolved to that it has got more of a universal appeal are not necessary just the local appeal so it is another chance to broaden my interactions again.
ES:
When you said that the emotions, you mean of the people that you are interviewing?  So something that someone says gives you a little insight into the river and --
RC:
Yes and how important it is for individual communities and even to individuals, it is a part of their entire family, upbringing they’ve not knowing anything else and for them to know the forests around the river it is almost like they are the scientist even though they have got no degree, they know the lie of land, they know how to navigate that region so well because they have always been there and they have always looked and read and it is almost from an artist’s point of view you want to see how they see, you want to know those details and yeah, it is exciting.
ES:
Do you have a particular story that comes to mind to you in relation to the water series that articulates that connection and --
RC:
Yes – I do not know.  There are a few stories.  I am just – one is not jumping to mind today though I have pictured that logger when I was at Barmah and he was such a passionate soul.  He was very much grounded in that forest beside that river.  It was his entire life.  He would finish the day’s work in the forest and most people would run home and go back to the comfort and he would rush out with his little swag and he would be camping the night by the river.  He did not want to leave that was his home and he said he did not always do it but he was just like he did not need to leave.  He was at work and he was at home.  So that was beautiful and he was very passionate and I guess the thing that stood out for me, in that trip because I always reflect upon is that we did go a little tour if you like with the local, paid and trained, I think she was a park ranger or she was – anyway science-based, and yet her own description of the river and its function was so very factual – there was no emotion at all and that really shocked me to the contrast between someone that worked there as opposed to someone that lived and worked there.  She was ready at the end of the day to get off that boat and run home, she did not need to hang around.  I could have asked another 20 questions but no, no she has finished work.
ES:
Yes.
RC:
And that was just showing to see that contrast, it reminds you of the reality of people that work the river and the people that live and love the river.  It is two types you are dealing in between streams and I guess that is what the government deals with in trying to find the balance for everyone.
ES:
And potentially the decision to make of being there, about the people who clocked off but -- 
RC:
Yes, exactly they do not have that strong attachment even though they can see the importance of it.  
ES:
Okay.  And the other story that comes to mind is you were talking about when you go and trying to find the initial spring at the Murray up in Kosciuszko and it was a hard job to do it like you end up finding a ranger or someone who --
RC:
Yes, unfortunately I never got to the actual bubble out of the ground but it was freaky because I got there and I think the park ranger goes.  I mean they found me entertaining but I think they thought I was pretty eccentric - why do you want to know this? but coincidentally they had just been there the week before and supposedly there was only one guide in the whole area that knows how to get there but it takes three days and you can’t drive you’ve got to walk.  So he had taken out three park rangers, I think they are all female, the week before to see it, to get there, and so they were lovely, here I am with the park rangers and they were going through the photos with me and they got out the maps to show me where it was.  It was just a joy to see it with my own eyes even though I knew I did not have the time to physically get there on that journey.  I have to try because they said you really got to book it in and yada yada -- the only one that knows it so they gave me all the details which is lovely so I got it all there for when I return.  Yes, it was such a joy to see it and obviously because they have their own vision of what we were going to see and cascading water coming down the mountain yada yada and you realise it is a little hole in the ground that bubbles out in the middle of a field and it is like you could walk past it, you might not even have seen it.
ES:
You would not even notice it.
RC:
Yes but that was lovely as well and so what we ended up doing is getting to our closest point that you could to by car and that is where the river is actually is the border between Victoria and New South Wales.  So we are on one side and then you could see people on the other side on the side of Victoria.
ES:
Right.
RC:
That was quite surreal as well when you realise that the river is used as a mapping device as well.  
ES:
An interesting metaphor as well that we are expecting some massive cascading waterfall or something and in fact it is actually something as you said that you could walk by and that is a bit – the way water is being treated at the moment.
RC:
That is right.  Yes. 
ES:
We just walk by and take it for granted and just assume it will always be there.
RC:
Yes, you do not think about its properties or – why it exists or why it does not at different times.
ES:
Yes.  And when you get fired up politically about environmental issues, does that – do you think that helps or it – can it be counter-productive or can you feel negative about...
RC:
No, I guess I tried to – yes, I know, I do like getting fired up about it because it makes me feel like there is another purpose behind what I do.  I obviously do not want to turn myself into a politician and start protesting in every artshow I have.  But I have been to a few rallies and I was there when they brought out the Murray Darling Basin Plan and handed out the books in Goulburn Street and that was a really passionate thing to see as well but I guess I tried not to delve too much into the negative side of it.  I am very much aware of the need to preserve it but also I need to use it so it is finding that balance.  For me it was always – the individual locations, finding out what was going on and how you could help, how you could bring back that notion of help, that notion of hope for a location and not just – oh this is what’s left, it is nothing.  For me, I was lucky I always turned up when there just have been a flood or there was a moment of reprieve or nature was fighting back if you like.  Or people had agreed to go okay it is time to make this area more secure, protected more, let nature have a rest, take out the man-made aspects and that was what happened at Barmah so that was good.  People do worry about their own livelihoods in relation to the river but in chatting to some of the people down there, they realised that they can help rather than just use the area around the river so that was nice to have those discussions.
ES:
Okay.  Let’s explore a different angle, what senses are involved when you are inspired.  I am sort of thinking about – you have mentioned artists – are there visual stimuli or music or – is it the feel of the paint going on the canvas or the pencil sketching or is there any sort of real – your senses – what do you think?
RC:
Yeah that is a good question.  I always have music when I am producing work and I do often trying to get something new, something that is specific to that series which is quite interesting now that I think about it.  There is always --
ES:
What sort of music?
RC:
It is often quite high energy music so I guess I need to maintain my own sense of energy because it is very physical but there is nothing like Peter Garrett and protest music or anything like that.  It is all a rather mellow…  When I think about it is probably quite emotive music so that it focus my emotion.
ES:
Is there would be a musical artist that you have on when you are doing your water series for example?
RC:
Well I listened a little bit to Bon Iver so that was good and Angus and Julia Stone so quite melodious.
ES:
Yeah but as you say quite emotional.
RC:
Yeah, strong lyrics and often strong acoustics.  Florence and the Machine was another one. Cloud Control was the last series and I even went so far as using some their lyrics as my titles and it is the first time I have ever done that but they had a lot of songs that are about water.
ES:
Okay.
RC:
So that was a nice connection for me and that was good and then this most recent series I think there was another song that touched on water – yes, one of Five’s songs it was about water – being in the water.
ES:
It was Cloud Control, one of those as well?
RC:
Yes that was last series.  So that was really exciting.  So without then really thinking about it I thought it would be okay to find a few musicians that deal specifically with songs about water and see if they trigger anything so that was a nice bonus and – yes, some music and then you said something about head space?
ES:
I was thinking about physical things – is there anything about the actual paint or the smell or any sort of other senses that are involved.
RC:
Yes, I think a lot especially when you have not been with oil for so long, when you come back into it that is exciting and you realised and specially the scale of the work in trying to really grasp all that in a hurry, it is always invigorating, yes that was exciting and even sometimes – yeah, definitely.  And this time around, for whatever reason I have gone to ink on rice paper and that is creating a new level of inspiration not that my oils have any real relationship to it but it has been the stepping point and for whatever reason I have met a Chinese painter and he started giving me some of his workshop techniques.  He is in his 70s and he’s beautiful but he had looked at my water work and said this would work on rice paper so it started that little bit of inspiration between us so I thought this is great.  I never really thought of it before.
ES:
And I think you said before obviously looking at other artists work and when you say that this fellow with his ink works, did they tend to be well-known artists? or people that you worked with locally? or --
RC:
It can be bit of both but to be honest with this last series, I did hone in on one artist specifically and I guess to some it is going to be a little too obvious but for whatever reason I had a dream about it so I knew it was the right thing to do.  Some people was going to say it is clichéd, it is whatever, whatever but Monet has become – he always has been but more so and it is interesting because I have got – just people I chatted to here and there, they always want to know what you are doing and where you are going and this series is very abstract for me.  In itself that is a challenge but as the last series that was moving to more of the abstract and that shocked a lot of people and in some ways isolated me from a lot of people because a lot of people are used to a certain direction and it is almost liked --
ES:
And they love your landscapes.
RC:
Yes and now it was like – oh!  Why did you change?  This is not you.  And I had to deal with that and that’s fine but I have just know in my own heart that I had to move in this new direction and I have been looking at Monet’s work for a very long time not realising that I am going to start – I wasn’t conscious – oh it is time to go abstract but I just knew that there was something pointing me in that direction, his mark making and his minimalism and it is fascinating to discuss too because it is amazing, with his universal appeal globally, everyone knows Monet, everyone loves Monet, I have never met a person that doesn’t and yet I had one – well customer the other day, they asked, “so what are you painting now” and I said, “I got into a couple of abstracts” “oh I can’t stand abstract, I cannot go there”.  I said yes but do you like Monet and he goes oh yeah, I love Monet and I said well that’s abstraction and he is just like ohhh and it is interesting because --
ES:
Challenging what people think of what is abstract.  I think people will generally think of very contemporary abstract work but abstraction has actually been going on for a very long time.
RC:
Exactly.  You can go back to Turner and what you can see now in Canberra, a lot of those, some of his latest pieces, there is hardly anything on the canvas.
ES:
That is right.  Did you go down to the Turner?
RC:
Well I did pop in when I was in London in December so I kind of cheated I saw it then yes but I have been to Monet in Melbourne this year and that was stunning.  Totally fed me.
ES:
How important is that is that going to those big exhibitions?
RC:
Essential yes, crucial because it is almost – I look at the joy I’m gaining from hanging out with this Chinese guy and he is in his 70s and it is like you cannot get that anymore with anyone else because they are not here but to see their work is almost being in the room with them.  It is as close as you can get to them.
ES:
Because when you can see the continuity to see a range of their work from earlier to late.
RC:
Yes that their mark is their mark all the way through.
ES:
Yes that’s right and I was also going to say before take all the struggle with your change to a more abstract image it so identified with your work but you can see the continuity from your other works to the new ones.
RC:
Yes still my brush marks, it is still my way I apply but it is what it is landing on is different.
ES:
Yes, exactly.  Do you think the process of arriving at a work has changed over the course of your working years so the way that you do all your research now is very intensive research and then you come in for your three months and hammer it away with a number of large pieces; did that change significantly since you first started?
RC:
Yes.  I definitely feel like I have got focused if you like which I guess it takes away the fear factor as you get on and you get used to your intensive routine and saying that is okay.  I do not have a studio all the time.  I got a little one here to do water based work but not oil and yes – it is not something I can indulge in all the time but when I do get that chance, those moment that I really knuckle down with and when I think about my young years when I was painting I did not really have much of a clue to what I was doing.  In some regard, I was really relying on mentors and teachers at that time to say yes that one’s right and no, it is not.  It took a long – it took awhile for me to say okay this is my own mark and this is my own voice and be happy with it.  And a lot of my earlier worker with purely emotive emotionally based, it had no mental stimulus at all and I was just a pure en plein air artist who would go outside and sketch and paint as much as I could outside and bring that back to the studio and that was it.  I did not think about it again.  It was just pure need to paint for whatever, there was no reason.  I was just doing it and for me at that time it was these scapes my market to be on the city and then it was not until I hit like a juncture when I was overseas and I came back what am I doing, why am I doing this and that is when the research side kicked in so I said I wanted more from this, I want just not to paint what’s down the road and I wanted structure, I wanted … that’s a little bit of the scientist in me.  I wanted that – I would not call it a formula but I wanted that vision ready to go.
ES:
What is the first memory you have of feeling moved artistically?
RC:
Wow.  Okay, well there’s a couple I can jump on, that jump to mind.  This is fun actually the way history bombards you and you are asked to.  When I was like seven years old I went to one of my father’s exhibitions and I just walked up and said I’ll have that done dad and I knew straight away you know at that young age that was the one I wanted and I guess at that young age it was purely colour and I recognised the tree from our yard.
ES:
Did you pick the big one?
RC:
Yes but not the biggest one but it was good I still think it’s good so that was a fun time because I’ve had that there as part of my life.  But on my own academic level I think about a trip to Italy and I went and saw the work of Morandi  and really loved his work minimal subdued pieces, still life really basic ideas and concepts but for me it was all about the beauty of it and then I read into that when I got back and started my degree.
ES: 
 What did you see? I do not know his work.
RC: 
Oh. Still life - beautiful like greys and blues and browns really minimal colours, minimal forms almost minimal brush marks, they’re so poetic they are so yeah I guess for me at that time they sort of to be honest I was not painting really anything like it but he just stripped bare and so he did.  He sat in his room and he painted he was living with his sister and it was an academic as well when he taught at the university but he never left Bologna and yet he was internationally recognised and ceramicists there were inspired by him to try and recreate what he painted. So yeah at that time for whatever reason he was definitely a key artist and had an effect to me aesthetically and emotionally like I read the emotion into it.  To me those still life objects in their clumsy awkward raw finish were almost human-like it was like I was looking at relationships on a table.
ES: 
There is something very human about a still life, a beautiful still life.  I do not know what it is but it’s inspection of the item, the domestic, whatever it is but it touches a nerve with people, the simple form that can be in front of you and - 
RC:

Yes.

ES:

The simple form that can be in front you.
RC:
Yes.  And to think it was bottles was so stunning and yet you could feel his relationship with those objects that it was very intimate.

ES:

I didn’t know your father was an artist.

RC:

Ah, yes. 
ES:

Okay.

RC:  
Okay.  But yeah and it’s something I don’t go out of my way to bring up I remember talking to someone recently and they wanted to asked me questions about him I said well that’s fine but I said I have never.. I mean I guess when I was really young he was the pinnacle for me and his advice and his contacts and everything that was okay this is a solution and then I got to the stage where I don’t want to mention it at all.  He is there and he is still a very strong part of my life but I forged… 
ES:

You’ve got your own path.
RC:
Yeah, exactly and I don’t need his name to be in that context.  For me it is my artistic pursuit.
ES:

…and obviously introduced art into your life early...

RC:
Oh gosh yeah, it has been essentially from the day dot… so I think we still have paintings from when we were two and then I was entered into the Easter Show at three, and it was good because it was nothing what was drilled to us but dad was always at home and the studio is next door so you know I guess we did have an unusual life, we came home from school and before we began homework we went in and did painting, you know, so it was nice to have all that there.

ES:

Yeah, absolutely.  

RC:

Yeah.

ES:

Before you had afternoon tea?
RC:

We would eat at the same time.

ES:

How does your emotional state affect your inspiration?

RC:
I think that’s a less of an issue.  How do I say this.. when you are a fiery teenager going into Uni early 20’s I think I was all emotion it was almost like I needed the emotion to paint, you know, if there was no emotion I can’t paint so it was always I mean.. and life is turbulent at that age anyway so there was always something to be emotional about.  So yeah, but as I have gotten older obviously… and I remember having arguments about this with people at Uni and stuff and I have few people that were into the emotional and I was like all you know, you don’t always need the emotion...  I think I’m always going to be in the mood to paint regardless but the emotion as we discussed can now be from a song, you know, rather than something that I have to well up from my personal life so that is good.  So I can respond to music and yeah and maintain that energy for like for me it’s more of energy now than an emotion.  But yeah, I think I’ve always been an emotic painter and always will be.  It’s yeah, it’s an emotional attachment to the landscape or to water and then it’s an emotional process to bring it out onto canvas.

ES:
So the emotion is all tied up with the inspiration that’s you know, and the energy that comes from that rather than being you know in a hard time in your life or good time your in life affecting the inspiration as such.

RC:
Yes, exactly and try not to let that be an issue yeah.  Whereas I know some people that there is an emotion they can’t paint like emotive circumstance in their life or you know I guess obviously some who use painting as cathartic self-healing process if you like and I guess for a time there I probably did as well but then you get past that and you realised you know, your painting because you… the passion and the need…

ES:
Yes..  and the love and the need of it.. And what about how inspiration affects your emotional state when you have a day when it’s not working, are you able to walk away and not worry about it or just that…

RC:
Yeah, it’s getting easier.  I mean, I’ve taken up running recently so that’s been a great emotional relief, that’s good.  So yeah, so I guess I run through things and I mean having a partner now as well you are more aware of letting go of emotions because you don’t want to take it home.  It’s almost like taking work home.  So yes, so I’ll go for run and wait for tomorrow, I will  worry about it then sort of thing, you can in terms of your inspiration you can become obsessive.  You can almost forget, you know, I’ve gotten better as I have gotten older but there were different times in my life were I just had to get the painting done and everything else had to go by the wayside so yeah but it’s good.  I can go to the studio and close the door, come home and go for a run and you know, it’s all in check.
ES:
Yeah.. those structures are helpful aren’t they? Being able to go for a run or  close the door on the studio.
RC:
You have to force yourself to switch off. But that doesn’t stop you dreaming about it. 

ES:
Absolutely, absolutely.  What happens when you finished your serious three months of work? So you close the door on the studio and go back to normal whatever that is?

RC:
Yeah.  It’s a bit of a two-fold experience.  There’s one part of you going I am glad that is done you know, job’s done, pack up, leave.  And then there’s another part of you going oh.. I feel like I am just getting into it now.. you know.. why can’t I have this studio all the time. Why can’t I do that all the time, there’s more.  But in the same breath I do prefer the discipline of going, no, get it done.  You know have that block of intensity, because it is intense and I don’t think I could do that all the time you know, because I was doing seven days a week.  I used to work my normal job four days and then paint three and there was no break.  You are up at seven every day and it was mentally and physically challenging and painting on that large scale you feel like you are going to the gym everyday.  Yeah, so you’re really psyching yourself up for it.

ES:
And just standing on your feet in a studio I imagine all day is arduous in itself.  
RC:

Yeah, exactly.  I‘d go for six hours and not sit down, yeah.

ES:

Especially working with big canvases.
RC:
Yeah very physical so there that other part of me saying I’m glad that is over I can have a rest.  Yeah.  And I’m sure other artists that do have a studio all the time do create those breaks for themselves anyway like you’d have to but because I am always on this time limit thing that I have force myself on but it’s good because if forces me to get that body of work together as we said get the volume of work there and get it all together and make it happen so yeah.  That works for me, yeah.

ES:
So when we talked about before you know when you are finished, it’s an intuitive thing and also probably a little bit learnt - getting a sense of when to  leave it alone and that sort of thing and you close the door and you come back and then do you ever feel like I can’t let them go and you know when you are about to run an exhibition and you put all that work in there…
RC:
Yes, exactly.  No there’s always at least one or two you don’t want to sell and you just think, you know, because that you have gone through a journey with them and each one of them is almost like a different pages of a journal that sort of thing.  But yeah, but there is that excitement of sharing as well and seeing who else is inspired by this and why and realising the risk of that sharing is losing them so as long I know where they are it’s okay.. or if I have photos..  
ES: 
Well my Coorong painting is in just about every family photo we have because it’s behind the dining room table.  So when someone is blowing the candles out on their cake or giving a speech or toast -  it’s become the backdrop of our lives.  
RC: 
Well, that’s quite an honour.

ES:
You mentioned this fellow who shared his ink and paper work… anyone else who affects the way you’re working at the moment or anyone that you feel has particularly over the years mentored you or…

RC:
I think all my mentors have left a little mark.  You know sometimes it’s just a single comment or you know and for some at Uni it was literally a walk down the corridor or say something and walk off sort of thing.  But even those moments have stuck with me and yeah.  Yeah, I guess I can’t say I had other than the solidness of my father throughout my early years and then that little dabble in Uni I haven’t had a lot of people that wanted to teach me something new, you know, unless I have sought it.  I’ve done a bit of print-making in the last couple of years so that’s obviously taken on new angles but otherwise my own sense of evolution has come from my own explorations looking at other art going to exhibitions, constantly, as an artist you are always wanting to know what’s hanging on the wall and where and how and why and actually I can say I do have an artist friend in Scotland.  She has probably acted like a mentor without even knowing it and she sends me catalogues from overseas at least three or four times a year saying I saw this exhibition I knew you would love it so that’s been…

ES:

Is she an artist or just someone who…
RC:
Yes.  Yes.  So we lived together in Scotland for a while and she has remained there but we had an exceptionally creative time together we could have talked art and life forever and we do but is hard she is so far away now.  But yeah I often get this beautiful creative letters from her – books, catalogues and spookily enough one of the ones this year, just before I met or started working with this Chinese artist, was a series of animals on rice paper sent by her from Scotland from an artist over there and she said I thought you would really like this and I went this is spooky as I said, I’ve just started doing this myself, working on rice paper so what are you doing, reading my mind.  So that was really uncanny.

ES:

This often happens to you doesn’t it?

RC:  

Yes.  Serendipitous…
ES:
It seems like there is a good dose of serendipity that happens along the way with Rachel’s art… Many times I’ve heard you mention well just the week that I go to see where the source of the river is, the park ranger has been there, stars align to bring it together…
RC:
It is fortuitous. You never know what’s around the corner… but yeah I couldn’t ignore it and then I had a dream about this Chinese guy and I guess I was being a bit lazy and not following him up but he came looking for me and yeah and was like I had the dream and was like okay I’ve got to go and find him.  I’ve got to hear what he has to say he is being persistent and yeah, but he is lovely and he has got this wealth of knowledge that he obviously wants to share with people and you know he can see a kindred spirit in me he is an environmentalist as well and very proactive and but yeah but obviously very gentle about it.  With his age and background he is a very quiet and a little reserved but beautifully spoken and just again to see someone in their 70’s and they’re up painting every day, you know, there’s no stopping him.  You know and just as a keen to keep showing people which is beautiful…

ES:
Which is lovely, yeah.  So did he come from somewhere where he was able to  do that before?

RC:
I think he is always had it in him.  He was telling me he has an auntie who became a nun a tao nun and she was a painter as well but she said to him you know, never stop but it was his parents who said get a real job first and then you can do what you want with paint so he is internationally renowned now as well so yeah, it’s great.  But yeah I think he went into economics for Uni.
ES:

I guess your father could not tell you to get a real job could he?
RC:
No, exactly.  I have been saying that oddly enough he said are you sure don’t want a real job before I embarked on all this he’s like you know you could be wearing suits and a nice shoes not covered in overalls and I was like shut up dad,  shut up. But funnily enough I am now doing both so….

ES:

Still in the art world though, which is nice, to be able to marry that up…
RC:  

Yes,  yes.

ES:
Are there other art forms particularly that inspire you like, theatre, architecture, film?
RC:
Yes, I have seen a bit of theatre lately… and yes it does.  Yes, I think all art does.  I do read a lot as well.  I think anything that stimulates your imagination and to see how people think creatively as well. I recently went to the Wharf theatre and they have this special program  which you know my sister was at acting school and she’s never pursued it but it has always been in her heart of hearts … she would be at theatre every month if she can help it if not more so I said I’ll come with you because, you know, I love the theatre and it is nice seeing a whole new dynamic and we went to this and I think it’s regularly occurring where they on a Wednesday night they’ll let you come in and almost watching the creative moment of a play being made.  So the actress is still reading from the scripts but they’re sharing, you know, I mean it is also a torture as well because you don’t get to see the end of the play.  I mean, you know, you’re engaged emotionally and then you went oh… that’s the end  and can I come back next week and there’s like no, because the end of this play may never get made so yes, purely in process.

ES:

Dramaturg, the actors, the director, the script.

RC:
Yes, so they tell you what they have done so far and then they pretty much just give you a snippet of what they have come to and they tell you how they got there 

ES:

And I guess there is a bit of an audience for them too?
RC:
Yes, exactly.  So but it was fascinating because this one project… Just excited me because I love hearing about intuition and creative thought and process regardless of what field it’s in and I guess you do it when you read a book too, you try to work it out how the writer put it together or why, but in this theatre production they actually made a point of saying the scriptwriter was there every day and they have 15 days and they had given them the scenario and they get them to improvise and then the scriptwriter would go back that night and write about the improvisation in order to create the script.  So they are relying on a two-way flow, for them to give the actors the idea and then for the actors to give them a script basically on what they had interpreted and obviously the writer would tweak it to his preference but I think it was beautiful.

ES:
It’s such a team environment too with lots of toing and froing that’s something I think you know a lot of writers struggle with, so as a scriptwriter it would be terrific to work with a team. Do you ever feel like that, like it is isolating or do you just enjoy it once you get in there on your own?
RC:
Yeah, I do because I think when you think about our day to day lives and how busy our lives and I do not even have children so I don’t know how you do it.  But I imagine even with children it’s harder, don’t have a second to yourself.  So for me to have this creative outlet that takes me into a room of my own.  Yeah, you enjoy it and I got to the stage for the first time ever with this series that I actually didn’t even need music.  I was producing in silence and it was like…, and I was remembering songs like I, sometimes my internal music would kick in and you know the song I had heard the day before but it was the first time I have worked in complete silence and that surprised me, you know I thought like okay maybe I’ve moved in a new direction to do that because before I think I was all using music to shut out my mind, you know, thoughts were interfering and yada, yada, and yes so….
ES:
So does that mean you weren’t thinking while painting like do you get to a place where you are not actually thinking?

RC:
If often oscillates between the two, so yes, depending on the moment, so yes but it was more so that I guess that my thoughts weren’t bothering me or they weren’t overpowering you know, I could still stay focused without the need for music.  Yeah, so I guess you get into a meditative mode.
ES:
So what I’m really interested in is that point which the inspiration changed something on the canvass and that we’ve talked about having this moments where thinking almost just goes away, is there anything else that you think of when you know when you’re at that point like is there any comment you’d like to make about when inspiration hits, like, it formulates for you or….?

RC:
No.  It’s from many different levels and so many different… and again it comes back to a kind of unconscious thing which is obviously frustrating from your point of view because there are no words for it but you can be doing things in your daily life and yeah, no it can come on any level, inspiration, you know, it can be a quick comment that people make and it’s not until you have started the artwork when you’re using the colours that your realise hang on a sec I saw that you know, and I did that with the big ones I did that I told you I did in in 30 seconds. I just suddenly had this urgency to work in purple and green and coincidentally that week someone left behind at our gallery a green jacket and a purple scarf and they had been wearing it together.  So that, it sounds silly but for me it kind of reinforces or makes me look again, you know, I often find a detailed vision of the world and I guess it’s you know it’s always been drilled into me to pay attention to the details and drawing makes you do that, looking makes you do that, painting you makes you do that.  There is something you are acutely aware of how something sits, how something lies and then if that kind of transcends into life you’re suddenly aware of you know listening into pieces of conversation or noticing a paper that’s open to a particular page I mean it could be this all silly things to someone else but those little details intrigue me, you walk in to a room and then there is a book that you’ve never seen before, why is that book there and then you suddenly realise that could be very interesting.  If they seem to turn up in life it’s back to the serendipity thing and I can’t explain that and to most people it doesn’t mean anything.
ES:
Do you think it’s because you’re more attuned when you’re in that zone you are sort of, you’re almost hyper sensitive like you’re are more attuned to the physicality of the world or what gets plonked in front of you instead of walking past it…
RC:  
Yeah, I think so.  Yeah, I take note of those little things, yeah the people you would normally walk past and I guess they argue that from a point of view from an artist that you’re out there and I remember  I judged an art project at the school recently and that was the one quote I left them with and it’s one that dad gave me years ago and it has always rung true with me and I guess that moved into life as well and that is that the job of an artist is to paint the everyday, say something to see every day but in a whole new perspective.  So you’re giving someone a tree or a bird but you want them to see as if they are seeing it for the first time they finally notice the wing, they finally notice the beak with the different shade of grey, and if there’s an artist who can do that, make people readdress their world or reengage with their world I think the job is done.  That’s exciting and I guess when I’m living my life, it’s not that you want to feel that you got inspiration turned on 24/7.  But I tried to see those details all the time, you know, in everything whether it is work or play.  Yeah, it just gives you and I guess that you know, you would come back to science and you can come back to you know, being an investigator or something.  It’s like you’re investigating life so much that nothing is left unturned, you know, everything is always interesting and you want to know more and yeah and whether that has come from painting or I’ve injected that into painting I do not know.
ES:
So that’s quite beautiful because it also captures that appreciating what’s in front of you when you’re there.

RC:
Yeah, that moment in time.

ES:
Rather than just rushing through life constantly.
RC:
Exactly trying to get the next post or the next whatever.

ES:
Exactly.

RC:
Yeah.

ES:
How do you feel about talking about inspiration now that we have spent a fair bit of time doing it?  Do you find that hard to articulate the thoughts on the process of inspiration or is it something that feels private or hard to access?

RC:
Yes, I do feel like it’s private and I’m giving you a lot of information but at the same time it’s really exciting because I realised and I’ve done this with a few friends recently until you start talking about these things.  You don’t always know what’s at the heart or the core of your practice and I guess I’m lucky because I do write a lot so I do try and get there a little bit myself independently but I do think questions that people throw at you engage you more, you know, really make you think about your inspiration and how and why, you know.  I do sometimes take it for granted and/or you know, don’t think about it enough in terms of is it just intuitive or why is it intuitive or how and it is exciting to know those things are in.  You know, I’ve got another mate going for a kind of interviews as well and he tried to pre-prepare all the answers to the questions and I didn’t tell him I was having the chat with you today.  And yeah, he rang me four times this morning going what do you think it is, and this and this.  And also you got it covered, you got it, just be yourself, go in you know, you’re talking about your art, yourself, that’s okay.  And I thought that with you, should I be preparing and I thought oh, no it is in here and I believe it is going to turn on… and it does.

ES:
And in a way I mean, I am really just wanting to get to the heart of what inspiration is for a poet and artist and where those things, those approaches might intersect and I am quite interested in that. I am interested in the process I think maybe because you know, share with you a little bit, maybe because almost feel a little bit of jealousy on the part of myself, you know, when you’re thrashing away with words I sort of think, wouldn’t be good to put up a big canvas and splash around and paint and see what comes out, you know?  Well, yeah, good question.  But it is the physicality I think of art that I love, the idea of you know, the physicality of it where poetry feels so nit-picky compared to splashing around on a canvas… rearranging words and changing drafts and keeping the last copy and going over and checking with where the line should end it feels so finicky…

RC:
Reworking a painting can sometimes feel that finicky as well you’re changing all the colour again, you know, you’re reshaping that entire composition I guess.  So you do there is a lot of correction and I remind myself because you can become precious as I imagine you do as a writer and you don’t want to lose some words or sentences.  And I have to remind myself time and time again to lose is to gain and you know I have to force myself to rework it sometimes and you know really play with the layers, that’s where you get to the next level that’s where you evolve and then again I’m reminding myself don’t get too tight, don’t get too detailed, you know…
ES:
Keep the energy going.  Don’t overwork it.

RC:
Yes.

ES:
What about when you’ve get your three month block and you’re not feeling inspired, and you go in, so you know, you said that maybe starting a new canvas, there’s something about that physical act that does it for you?

RC:
That makes me start just doing it.  Again, because I think lack of inspiration or blocks or whatever for me come from overthinking things, you know, and for good or bad sometimes I go into this zone where I go stop thinking.  Don’t think about it, just do it and then you hope that through the acts then you can re-engage the mind and go okay.  What have I got here? what am I doing now and you can step back from it but yeah, I think you sometimes just to have to take that leap of faith and just get in there and start going and know that you want to use these colours, you have a rough idea of the composition but unless you get paint on the canvas you know you’re not going through any block.

ES:
So when you go in and you’ve got the canvas and they are standing around looking and staring at you do you have to pre-treat them or something like that?

RC:
Some of them I did indulge this time and I got couple that were already Jessoed so that was nice and I realised how easy it is to paint on other people’s workmanship rather than my own and I’ve been working on hemp a lot and it’s a really raw canvas and highly absorbent so it has to be jessoed a lot.
ES:
What’s Jesso? Primer.

RC:
So in order to make the surface ready for work, you know you’re doing four or five layers before it’s ready and you think about and that sometimes can do your head in because the physicality of 1.5 by 1.5 and you haven’t even started with colour yet and you’ve already reached every corner of this canvass five times before you even start and that’s enough to make you pack up and go home!
ES:
… so nice to have a couple of are already primed that you can launch into? 

RC:
I’m sure as my success increases I will do that more…
ES:
And then you go straight in with paint?

RC:
Sometimes I’ll start with acrylic base that’s really loose often just one colour almost in the old school they used sepia to outline the composition before they’d go in with the heavier colours.  I like that sense that there is an under painting - there’s something coming through underneath and it’s often in complete contrast to the colours I want to use in the end like it’s a bright orange or  a big ochre colour and then I’m going to come back in with blue…  So that’s a good way to get in and then once you’ve broken that whiteness, you know, it’s a free for all, it’s not so precious anymore and you know you’ve just got to get some paint on the surface.

ES:
And what sort of brushes are you using?
RC:
Wild boar hair (well I’m not sure about the wild part) because that’s the traditional brush yeah I have forked out a bit for brushes but big, little yeah, everything but on that big scale obviously the bigger you go …  So I ended up getting a couple of big brushes cheap so I end up with more palettes. With the oils I try to keep a brush for each colour otherwise it gets too dirty so I had to get a couple more but it’s good.  But yeah, a big brush with a big canvas is better.
ES:
Okay.  And then do you ever scratch it off or any other physical aspects of what you’re doing that….?

RC:
Oh yeah.  I mean, I never work thick enough to scratch it off I usually let it dry a bit and then work back over if I need to.  I’m not quite the Ben Quilty although I love the thickness of impasto paint and I was sharing a studio with someone literally palettes half a tube onto the canvass regardless of the size. I don’t know where he gets his money from! Because you know one tube is $30 and I could go through one tube a day on 12 paintings he’s probably going through one a day so for me psychologically I can’t do that.  I can’t spend that much money on paint even though I love the end result that these people have so for me the paintng movement makes up for the lack of full on impasto but for me it’s still trying to go quite thick with layers but build it up gradually rather than one hit.
ES:
And at the end does it have a finish on it or something?

RC:
Not usually with oil I don’t worry.  Sometimes I will with acrylic and sometimes at the end I’ll come through with some smaller brushes just to do, you know, just a couple of quick key aspects, you know, highlights.

ES:
Okay, well I could talk about this just about all day really…  given that what I am doing is about writing poetry I’m interested in any writing that has influenced you as well, we talked about your journal writing, the reflective process and I just wondered if there were any books or writers that inspire you at all, did you ever consider writing as a stimulus…
RC:
Definitely, no I do more and more…
ES:
I mean scientific writing, obviously that…?

RC:
Yes. I have been reading a few scientific papers, yeah.  So but again I guess that that is just for those lovely details I’m honing in on now with my abstractions. In a broad…, I do like to read about, I can show you what I am reading now – I’m really bad at remembering authors I’m sorry but this one is the Water Dreamers, this one is specifically about how they mapped our river system in Australia.  Going back to Mitchell and all the explorers and yeah so that’s interesting now that you mention it, I have been searching.  I haven’t got very far.  I am always reading artist’s interviews and yeah historical aspects of art.  I love reading artists’ statements as well about what other people say about their own work.

ES:
That’s interesting.

RC:
Yeah, that always feeds me.  You know…

ES:
I like those myself.
RC:
Yes. 

ES:
 And in fact I recently wrote one for myself and I found it really hard.

RC:
They are difficult because you are trying to say so much in a small space because on the average they are no more than a page or two pages and you want to make them accessible not too wordy but yeah it is and that’s why I love this process because for me it is almost like it’s reaffirming what I’m thinking…I need to get a copy of this ...  I can use it to write a statement because it is like you don’t always know your own language, your own words until you start verbalising it.

ES:
That’s right.

RC:
Yeah and even if you start writing….
ES:
Things come out quite differently
RC:
Exactly, yes. More structured or you know, more controlled and yes, but if you take these moments of verbalising it does get it out there and yeah hence the conversation with my mate this morning.  He realised that he was getting to the essence of what he was trying to say by saying it rather than writing it and ….so we should interview each other all the time. It should be an annual event!
ES: 
I have read recently a long poem titled “Dart” by English writer Alice Oswald and it’s about the Dart river in England and I was just thinking about your river focus because it’s very interesting, it’s got all these voices, I was thinking about you interviewing people as you do your research because it’s all these voices that are connected to the river whether it’s someone who has lived by the river or someone who has died in the river, all these characters that are all part of the flow of the river.  So it might be useful.
RC:
Thank you.  That’s where I feel like I am at now - I’ve dug out the Water Dreamers because I remembered I had bought that ages ago.  I am surrounded by a plethora of books and I feel guilty because I never get to read them there’s always something else that takes it’s place.

ES:
But maybe it’s a fragment that you pick up – your shelves are full of wildlife and environmental books so…?

RC:
Exactly I’m loving every book on birds…
RC:
So I can read, you know, I can buy a book everyday if I’m not careful.

ES:
I know that problem!
RC:
Yeah, exactly but then I have to control myself I have to remind myself I haven’t finished the one I have at home…
ES:
But do you know what … you have influenced me in this way I haven’t written about this particularly but I have written quite a bit about birds and you might remember when I first connected up with you I thought your paintings of birds were beautiful but I have never really been a bird person but now I have actually done quite a bit of writing about birds since then so I think that has triggered something… The birds have definitely entered the project.

ES:
Look I think that’s really about all I was going to cover.  I mean, we have done pretty well.  I think.

RC:
Yes, that’s fantastic.

ES:
I feel like there’s another chapter… that I feel like … I loved when we started… I’m always wanting to just recap a little bit on that, the molecular water that I’m not sure …I’m feeling my way in there…
RC:
 But we can always come back to it - if there’s gaps.
ES:
Well, that’s because it’s funny isn’t that sometimes how things come out but that really fascinates me that getting down to the essence of the water because before you’re on this journey on the river but taking that scientific connection that takes you somewhere quite different.
RC: 
And I feel like it’s taken me a very long time to get here because as I mentioned, I started this whole exploration of science and art when I was back in Scotland so 1999 to 2001 and I’ve never felt the need to come to back to it and yet it’s come back this time and funnily enough every time I open up an art magazine there’s an article that talks about art and science  - so it’s very now, very prominent.  I just read recently Peter Sharpe and a group of artists being in a science lab and having to produce art from being in the lab and now it’s in London, they’re exhibiting it in London.  So I think…

ES:
And you look at the work of Janet Laurence, she does those wonderful explorations of the environment with looking at the matter.  The matter that goes into nature.

RC:
Yes.  That’s right. I love her work as well.

ES:
Yes.

RC:
And I saw her show at Australian Galleries last year and with all the different rooms set up with all the different test tubes as if nature is our big experiment and you know. 

So it’s taken a while but it seems like the right time to rediscover it and..

ES:
And when you’re in Scotland did you paint the landscape there?

RC:
Yes, and city scapes and I just started exploring the nature there I did live with believe it or not, a bird scientist.
ES:
Oh really?!
RC:
Yeah, so that’s where that whole and at the time like I kick myself now because  but it didn’t really, you know, and I went on a couple of trips with her as well like to count birds and things but at the time it didn’t really kick in, that oh this is interesting and I could be painting this.  It was funny at how it has taken all this time to process and you know come full circle.
ES:
That does happen a lot, doesn’t it - the matter of inspiration does come back to you quite a long time later.

RC:
Yes.

ES:
That’s why journals are so good to remind you of those moments.
RC:
Exactly.

ES:  
Reminds you of those all moments. All right.  Well, that’s all. Thank you so much.  I really appreciate the time.

RC:
No, no.  That’s great.
END
