
Meet the household  
names of tomorrow. In 
the seventh of our series 
highlighting young and 
globally focused innovators 
in architecture, design, wine 
and more, we present four 
contemporary artists who 
see the world differently 

“Art has to 
ask questions, 
otherwise 
there is no 
function for it” 

Vernon Ah Kee
“I don’t think making art that is purely didactic gets 
you anywhere and I don’t think making art that is 
purely propagandist gets you anywhere,” says acclaimed 
indigenous artist Vernon Ah Kee. “But art has to ask 
questions, otherwise there is no function for it. It can’t 
just be good-looking because that’s only surface.”

At 44 years old, Ah Kee is a prolific artist who works 
fluently across drawing, photography, printmaking, 
video and text-based installations. His passionate asking 
of questions surrounding displacement, race, colonisation 
and identity issues facing Australian indigenous people 
have been heard not just locally, but internationally. 

In 2009, his multimedia installation depicting 
Aboriginal culture fused with classic Aussie surfing 
culture was selected as one of four Australian  
artworks exhibited at the Venice Biennale as a part of  
the show titled Once Removed.

Ah Kee’s international profile is growing. This year, 
his work was chosen, alongside artists from the US and 
Canada, to feature in Counting Coup at the Museum of 
Contemporary Native Art in New Mexico. The exhibition, 
which opened last month, runs until December 31, 2011.

Drawing on his family’s history, Ah Kee has taken the 
personal and made it into a global narrative that deals 
with displacement. He is best known for his monumentally 
scaled pencil portraits of family members and he is one of 
the few Australian artists telling the world stories about the 
history of colonialism and British expansionism.

“I’m expanding the idea of what it means to be 

Aboriginal and what it means to be human. A lot of  
the problem this country has with Aboriginal people is 
that it struggles to see them as fully human,” says the 
Brisbane-based artist, who was born in North  
Queensland and is of the Kuku Yalandji, Waanji,  
Yidindji and Gugu Yimithirr peoples.

His work has connected with other cultures facing  
the challenges of globalism. For example, at the 2009 
Venice Biennale, his installation was acquired by the 
National Gallery of Canada in response to its own  
history of colonialism and the experience of Native 
Americans losing their land.

“The story of art is able to link these different histories 
in a way that is poetic,” says Josh Milani, whose Brisbane 
gallery has represented Ah Kee for more than 15 years. 
“That’s one of the most powerful things art can do at this 
moment since the [colonial native]  dispossession of 
native people anywhere in the world is one of the key  
side effects of globalisation.” 

Dagmar Cyrulla
To engage with Dagmar Cyrulla’s narratively intriguing 
oil paintings demands a certain amount of surrender  
on the part of the viewer. She dares us to play voyeur  
and detective, seeking to discover just what is at stake 
within her intimate, subtext-charged works set within 
domestic environments. But Cyrulla’s ultimate trick is  
to turn the tables on the viewer, forcing us to reflect  
that what we finally see within her subject matter’s lives 
 is in fact a part of ourselves. 
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The Melbourne-based artist believes that paintings 
that stand the test of time have hidden meanings, they 
aren’t “one liners. I’m conscious of trying to keep a bit of 
mystery to a painting. If you give away too much, then 
people don’t engage because it’s all said for them.” 

Although Cyrulla claims her “paintings are about 
real-life situations and how we relate to one another”, 
it’s how she draws the audience into the very private, 
interior world of her subjects that reminds us not  
of reality but a grander cinematic narrative. The 
ambiguous relationship dynamics her paintings 
capture reach the same scale of personal and family 
power-playing that drive the emotional subtext of 
American director Todd Field’s In The Bedroom (2001) 
and Little Children (2006) alongside Alfred Hitchcock’s 
Vertigo (1958) and The Birds (1963).

Recognised for producing works of stirring  
psychological intensity, Cyrulla has brought a new 
dimension to contemporary Australian art. She neither 
glamorises nor romanticises her subject matter but does show 
an intense respect for the lives portrayed by acknowledging 
we all have private worlds filled with mystery.

“I realised I wanted to tell stories about people and 
how people relate to one another and so the craft plays an 
important part, too,” she says of her fascination for other 
people’s lives and capturing them through painting. ‘‘You 
go on roller coasters of highs and lows. I think it was 
Cezanne who said, ‘You have to fight against it being too 
easy.’ It’s almost like living on the edge of incompetence 
in order to push your work to have that inspiration.”
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For more on our Next Gen Leaders, exclusive video 
interviews and to enter our mentoring program, go to 
theaustralian.com.au/nextgen 
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Paris Neilsen
From the Venice Biennale to Beijing, the passionate 
and elegant Paris Neilsen travels the world seeking  
“the most riveting contemporary Chinese art  
imaginable”. At the helm of The White Rabbit Gallery 
in Sydney, which showcases one of the world’s largest 
and most significant collections of contemporary 
Chinese art, the 28-year-old gallery collection manager 
has an unrelenting schedule, from staging exhibitions to 
sourcing new artists who capture the booming energy of  
China’s thriving art scene.

“I’m now seeing so much art. And because I am 
travelling internationally and see so much work, the good 
art stands out pretty quickly. When you see something 
really good, that just draws you in, I love it,” she says 
about spending months, along with her mother Judith, 
on buying trips to build upon the 450 pieces that already 
make up her family’s famed White Rabbit Collection.

Since the gallery’s opening in August 2009, the 
original and rule-breaking collection of post-2000 
Chinese works  has enthralled visitors from school-
children to art critics. Founded by her philanthropic 
parents Kerr and Judith Neilson, the privately owned 
gallery in Chippendale, in Sydney’s inner west, is very 
much a family affair, driven by a passion for sharing art 
and one that is never compromised by government 
funding or corporate sponsorship.

“A sense of sharing is a huge thing for us,” says 
Neilson about her family’s desire to create an  
environment for Australians to enjoy and learn about the 
best in contemporary Chinese art. “That’s why we 

decided to do this whole project. We wanted to share the 
collection, we didn’t see any point to having something 
locked away and people not being able to see it.”

A self-confessed “budding showman”, Neilson is 
“exhilarated around fantastic art. I get really excited 
when there is an upcoming exhibition and I’m dying to 
get out there and watch the public’s reaction.”

Although free of cultural and financial restrictions, 
Neilsen says her biggest challenge for The White  
Rabbit Gallery is learning to understand what the  
public wants. “We continue to grow and learn, and  
the rewarding thing is when you know you are on  
the right track and you know people are getting  
it and enjoying it.”

Sam Leach 
Archibald winner Sam Leach has shown a young 
painter can succeed beyond grandstanding visual 
gimmickry. His detailed studies beckon the viewer to 
look closer and think deeper, offering an alternative to 
the art world’s blockbuster antics. He has found a unique 
place in the Australian contemporary art scene with his 
philosophically faceted and intimately scaled works.

“Painting is a way for me to engage with the world 
and work through certain ideas and propositions,”  
says the 38-year-old, who works from his Melbourne 
studio in East Brunswick. “I often put small elements or 
details into the work, which [makes it] possible for people 
to go away and research, find extra information. 
Occasionally people do that, which is exciting.”

Leach’s fascination for 17th-century Dutch painting 

and his exploration of the complex relationships between 
nature and science is ultimately an extension of his larger 
investigation of how reality is perceived and produced. 
“We are never sure of the true reality compared to our 
biased perception of reality. To me, that is something 
that really comes across in paintings.”

Having been a finalist in the Archibald Portrait Prize 
for a succession of years, Leach finally won the award in 
2010 for his portrait of musical comedian Tim Minchin. 
He also won the Wynne Prize for his landscape Proposal 
for landscaped cosmos, making him only the third artist 
to win both prizes in the same year, the previous two 
being Brett Whiteley and William Dobell.

Accolades aside, Leach prefers to focus on creating  
a deep connection with the viewer. “The main thing  
for me is that most of my paintings are small and  
quite intimate and they become a one-on-one dialogue 
with a viewer,” says the artist, whose paintings come 
alive after he has painstakingly applied deep layers  
of mirrored glaze. 

“The degree of detail often won’t be noticed on the 
initial viewing,” he says, which is one of the ways his 
works draws the viewer to look deeper and connect 
further via the extra dimensions. 

“I enjoy the work continuing to unfold into the future 
with this interaction,” he says. “That’s the main thing  
I like to get out of it, that sense of conversation.”

“The 
sense of 
sharing 
is a huge 
thing  
for us”

30 wish september 2011

a
a

r
o

n
 f

r
a

n
c

IS

w


