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Let me take you to the place 
Where membership's a smiling face, 

Brush shoulders with the stars. 
Where strangers take you by the hand, 

And welcome you to wonderland – 
From beneath their panamas…1 

ather than being something concrete, 
the tropics are a place made real by the 
imagination. As a mystical interior construct, 
the tropics loom large in the Australian creative 
psyche, from popular song – like the languid, 

humid, melancholic memories of the Go-Betweens and 
their song ‘Cattle and Cane’ – to the images of artists 
such as Ray Crooke, Sidney Nolan and Margaret Olley. 
This colonial European overlay, of course, follows on 
from long Indigenous visual and cultural traditions 
that stretched all the way up to Cape York and beyond. 
But the tropic is also a place of much more prosaic 
pleasures: packaged holidays, the ‘white shoe brigade’ 
and long, hot family drives.  

William Yaxley is both a part of, yet somehow separate, 
from this narrative. His work was included in the genre 
defining Escape Artists: Modernists in the Tropics,2  yet 
as a local, and more pragmatically as a pineapple and 
citrus farmer, Yaxley's work is anchored within the 
vernacular realities of the everyday where the tropics 
are not imagined but real. 

Living in Byfield, Queensland for over 20 years, he may 
never have been considered a real local in the parlance 
of small county towns, but he wasn’t merely passing 
through. Yaxley’s biography is such an important factor 
in the consideration of his work that it seems to run 
parallel with his practice. 

left: 

Keppel Island 1986 | oil on canvas 

182.5 x 182.8 cm | Queensland Art 

Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, 

purchased 1987
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It’s also evident that Yaxley carries the image of tropical 
Queensland in his head. Even now, living in Tasmania 
and making images based on the landscape and his 
experiences down south, it’s as if the artist can’t escape 
the tropics. As he himself has said: ‘the best pictures 
come from memory.’3  

To my eye it seems that rather than over-emphasizing 
the tropical connection, the great theme in Yaxley’s 
work can be inferred as agricultural. There is a tradition 
of the artist-farmer in Australia and their approach is 
similarly direct and spare. David Campbell’s poems of 
the Monaro Plain are a telling example, although the 
cold greys of that district are in stark contrast to the lush 
green vegetation of the north that manages to describe 
the agricultural life in a direct and unornamented 
way. Yaxley's contemporaries Angus Nivision and Ross 
Laurie are also influenced by an immersion of ‘life on the 
land’ that is akin to an Indigenous sensibility built upon 
observation and a sense of familial kinship. 

Kenneth Macqueen, a fellow Queenslander, also comes 
to mind and there are interesting parallels between the 
works of Yaxley and Macqueen. Firstly, there is a visual 
knowledge that comes through deep observation and 
central to it is the weather. It’s no accident that both 

artists have a deep engagement with depicting the sky. 
In Macqueen, in particular, the sky itself could be his 
dominant and long lasting subject. Landscape and the 
culture of land are counterpointed against the expanse 
of blue, split through by bands of clouds.  

The sky in Yaxley’s paintings, however, maintains a 
kind of sculptural presence. Typical of an artist who 
could best be described as a sculptor/painter, there is a 
particular three-dimensional way of making that runs 
though much of his painting. It is painting as object 
and vice-versa. In the early work Not titled (shed on 
the Yaxley's property) 1977 [page 38] or the painting Sky 
Mountain 1987 [page 27], for example, the forms on the 
horizon could be read as either mountains or looming 
clouds. This carries through to the way Yaxley deals with 
water, like in his 1986 depiction of Keppel Island [page 
26].

Also present in the work is the sense of the landscape 
being rolled and formed according to the artist’s will. 
A constant emphasis on the curvature of sea and sky, 
seen to full effect in the masterful Moreton Bay storm 
2014 [page 31] – it’s as if the curve of the earth is being 
compressed into a sinkhole. 

right: 

Sky mountain 1987 | oil on 

hardboard | 74 x 63 cm | Ipswich Art 

Gallery Collection. Acquired with 

the assistance of the Visual Arts 

Board of the Australia Council 1987
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The mangrove monster no. 2 1986 | 

wood, mandarin skin, shell and resin 

| 90 x 87 x 146 cm | Queensland 

Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art, 

purchased through the Queensland 

Art Gallery Foundation 1987
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It reminds me of the writing of the aforementioned poet/
farmer David Campbell: Sea swallows the whole sky / 
And from it came the word.4 In Yaxley's sculptural work 
there is a familial and geographical link to the carving 
traditions of the Aurukun people and the objects made 
by the people of the Torres Strait. Like them, Yaxley 
takes his cue from the natural material itself – and 
Yaxley’s vision is as fantastic as the objects he gathers, 
letting a piece of wood make up its own mind about its 
inner animus. The artist’s role is then to draw this hidden 
animus out of the material. 

Also like the Aurukun and Torres Straight people, he 
falls back to figurative archetypes. Human and animal 
forms are found in the burls, branches and trunks of a 
tree. The work Mangrove Monster 1986 [page 28-29] is 
typical of this, a piece that seems to have been grown 
as much as made. The monster depicted in it carries 
the swamp in on its back the way Yaxley carries the 
Queensland landscape in his head. Mangrove Monster 
also resembles the 17th-century objects known as the 
Vegetable Lamb of Tartary. These curiosities were 
based on the legendary tale of lambs growing on trees, 
but were in fact the tuberous roots and shoots of the 
Cibotium barometz (or woolly fern) native to China, fern 
tipped upside down to suggest the knob-like remains of 
a lamb.

It is this suggestion of the fantastic within his work that  
has seen Yaxley given the assignation of ‘outsider’ or 

‘naïve’ – interchangeable terms that both liberate and 
limit in equal measure. This categorisation, however, 
risks too readily designating the artist and his work as 
being ‘simple’ and easy to remove from the mainstream. 

Another marginalising factor coupled with this has 
been Yaxley's role as ‘regional’ artist. First working in 
rural Queensland and now in regional Tasmania, the 
artist has done himself no favours (for better or worse!) 
by removing himself from the art world capitals of 
Melbourne and Sydney.  In the ‘outsider’ model even 
Brisbane exists in a kind of peripheral nexus, which 
has resulted in a very particular type of vernacular 
conceptualism which usually manifests itself in a certain 
sensibility and kinship to everyday materials and subject 
matter. Robert MacPherson, with his use of roadside 
signs is a good example of this, but it can also be seen 
in the work of artists as diverse as Richard Bell (who has 
used the Aboriginal Tent Embassy as both subject and 
found-object, but the sensual smell and feel of canvas is 
particularly potent) through to Madonna Staunton and 
her use of rough frames, surface and language. 

right: 

Moreton Bay storm 2014 | oil on 

cotton duck | 87 x 87 cm | Collection 

of William and Helen Yaxley
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This is something to which Yaxley is connected, 
especially in his regional specificity. It is finding some 
kind of universality within the local and specific; the 
landscape as a site for both, the subjectivities of the 
sacred and mythological, and as a secular place where 
fruit is grown, cows are milked and holidays are had. 
The rubric of outsider allows the art world – and by that 
I mean a hydra-headed beast that sometimes seems to 
exist in multiple dimensions as art ‘worlds’ – to contain 
the marginal at the margins as it were. But to my way 
of thinking culture should be, and is, resilient enough to 
include the works of the untrained, the obsessive, the 
unclean, the forgotten and the geographically excluded. 

And although Yaxley's works certainly fits the accepted 
ideas of what an outsider might be, to me it’s a matter 
of changing the art world’s perception of what art really 
is and what it can be. There is nothing naïve about his 
work.  

Yaxley’s legacy as a painter and sculptor lies in his 
works’ honesty – the interior place from which they 
come remaining unaffected by the vagaries of the 
contemporary art world. It is this honesty that is 
the greatest marker of the outsider, but if we are to 
accept the notion that an artist is driven, serious and 
considered in their work, then we can drop the terms 
and just move straight on to considering Yaxley as artist 
first and as outsider not at all. 

Glenn Barkley 
Independent curator and author 
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The last apple 2011 | wood, oil | 72.8 

x 60 x 34 cm | Collection of William 

and Helen Yaxley


