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How do we see? 
 
I look out my window now and see darkness – nothing, void. Or is it the light reflected from 
inside the house, the spangled glint of golden raindrops, the greenish brown sheen of metal 
on the screen door? The memory of this space? 
 
What I see must be the light, but then the brightness is always what makes the dark. And 
part of seeing is, of course, just being here, in the kitchen by the window – seeing my own 
reflection, my face tilted up, eyebrow cricked. I meet my own gaze; everything else falls 
away. 
 
These works, by Liz Coats, Merryn Lloyd and Sophie Quinn, are concerned in different ways 
with the gaps in seeing and perceiving, but also the gaps in art-making itself: invisible 
process, making, blinking, experiencing, remembering – but not ever knowing. Not in that 
enclosed sense, not really. 
 
Abstraction in the Australian context is often associated with light, landscape, space, and in 
art history, the importation of twentieth-century European modes of artistic production. So 
far, so predictable, even if some of might be true. So easily packaged, like paintings wrapped 
in brown paper for storage. So far from the true notion of the abstract – that thing that 
opens the gap, the chink of light, the unmaking of us as we look and as we see. 
 
Liz Coats’ work over four decades has been concerned with the mechanics of perception 
and spatiality. Her process is driven by an intense investigation of her own perception, and 
this extends to the viewer. Her paintings are demanding. They do not allow the eye to rest, 
instead pulling gently at the optic nerves. You feel yourself unravelling with the physical 
incursion of the work into your own sensory system. 
 
The works here are studio pieces, small investigations into colour and perception. As an 
artist, she is always experimenting, searching. She constantly keeps herself apace of her 
works, like a traveller at the prow of a boat. “Experiments with small paintings like these, 
test my perception all the time,” she writes. “Keeping a broad focus, they challenge my 
resilience to the transitory nature of colour relations and my agreement to continue 
working without predetermined outcomes.” 
 



Over decades of practice, Coats’ work has been an exercise in concentration, attention, 
experiment, and discipline in the form of vigilance; as well as of perception. “I continue to 
learn from the exchange,” she says. In viewing her works, you are not drawn to observe 
something, some painted object, but to connect. The work lives in the seeing. 
 
In 1999, in an article about the Chinese artist Yang Gang, Coats wrote that “In my opinion, 
an artist needs to consider issues of connectivity and relations between ‘me and you’ again 
and again, without retreat in verbal definition or acceptance of ready-made conclusions.” 
 
This where the work lies; in the slippage and the spillage, the distance between you and the 
painting – between the work and you. 
 
Merryn Lloyd’s small works on paper are quieter, lined notepaper breathing through 
cloudlike forms, the paper made translucent with wax. Lloyd’s mark-making is autonomous, 
studio process freed from a concern for final products. Her last solo exhibition, also at 
Tributary Projects, was called ‘Invisible Labour’. Her works emerge from process, and it’s the 
conceptual vigour behind this invisible part of making that drives her practice. She’s 
interested in the stuff that is in-between, setting up loose parameters within which the 
works can unfold. 
 
In her last show, the process gave up bits of sponge stuck on canvas, small encaustic works 
gouged and scraped away. Here, again, it is layered, textured works on paper – encaustic 
works that seem to search around themselves for their forms and for their expression. 
 
Lloyd’s works – like many in this exhibition – invite association, even if they don’t mean to. 
Sophie Quinn told me that when she saw ‘Invisible Labour’, two kids were running around 
making up their own titles for the works – crazy things like ‘Frog Skin’, ‘Inside the Womb’ – 
the playfulness of the works so responsive to those little evolving brains. 
 
It’s a little disarming, this playfulness. What would I call these works, if I could revert to a 
five-year-old self? ‘Dragon breath’, ‘Icicles’, ‘Turtle shell’, maybe. There’s no real need for 
these works to hang off words or thick associations with things. Instead, it’s the works that 
reach out, playing with process, a kind of drawing that is somehow akin to crawling. 
 
Sophie Quinn’s works also sprawl outside the verbal, like an organism or a memory. In fact, 
this work is both. Years ago, the artist spent two years travelling around Australia, and the 
landscape she experienced, the things she saw and felt, have left a mark on her practice. In 
making this form, she thought of a night she spent on the side of the road, having broken 
down between destinations. There was a forest of stiff, thin white trees, ghostly in the dark, 
tall trees that walk an ancient landscape. 
 
When she woke, a lone dingo met her, howling outside the car. 
 
This sculpture, whatever she will call it (most of her works are untitled), is not just a 
memory or an evocation. It breathes on its own, the hairy fronds of metal directing the 
sinuous weave of its back this way and that. How quickly I can come to see this form as an 
animal, and then a landscape, and then a memory. But the form escapes these easy 



enclosures, too. The direction is moveable, and structure here is less armature than 
movement, like a strong wind in the dark. 
 
Three generations of abstraction. Coats, who trained at one time under the late New 
Zealand painter Colin McCahon, Lloyd, a mid-career artist who recently moved to Canberra 
after years of working in Melbourne, and Quinn, who graduated last year, having begun her 
studies in gold-and-silver smithing before transferring to sculpture.  
 
Time seems to collapse, as the conversation unfolds across and between the works, 
between three separate – and now linked – histories of being in process in the studio.  
 
There is another invisible connection here, and that is with other artists. Mainly, other 
women artists, whose work has elided the predominant narratives of abstraction.  
 
I’m thinking of artists who have worked with relationships between materials, colour, poetic 
associations, process, chance, even people. Whose works, in this hyper-visual age, are given 
to perception in the fullest meaning of the word. Scientific, almost mystical installations by 
the late Joan Brassil, for example, or Joan Grounds’ found material sculptural works, even 
Vivienne Binns (another Canberra artist), whose work grapples with painting as a form of 
language and of living. Internationally, we might even add the Brazilian artist Lygia Clark to 
that list, whose multi-sensory experiments – so often worn, tasted, smelt, inhabited – 
demanded a more involved form of seeing and perceiving. These are all abstract works that 
refuse to solidify, that ask something of the viewer, perhaps something more than art 
history is often willing to give. 
 
It’s in sliding back, releasing preconceptions, that we can properly be with these works. Give 
in to the edges, the grasp at the eyes, the sense of space that surrounds them, the play 
between them, the associations and the non-associations. The sense of something, the 
slippage, and the swift drop away. 
 


