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This exhibition presents a continuation 
of a new series of works which I have 
designated as ‘Metafisica Australe’. 
This series attempts to find common 
ground between certain aspects of 
contemporary Western Desert painting 
and the metaphysical paintings of the 
20th Century Italian master, Giorgio 
de Chirico. It continues the premise of 
the exhibition Dreamings: Aboriginal 
Australian art meets de Chirico curated 
by Ian McLean and Erica Izett at the 
Carlo Bilotti Museum in Rome in 2014 in 
which seven of my works (from 1986 – 
2014) formed a kind of bridge between 
the 18 works of Giorgio de Chirico which 
are on permanent display in the museum 
(which incidentally is also known as the 
Aranciera di Villa Borghese) and the 
exhibition of Western Desert paintings 
from the Sordello Missana collection 
from Antibes, France. As Ian McLean 
wrote in the catalogue to this exhibition 
in his essay, House of dreams: Translating 
Western Desert painting: 

“How can a modern day Western 
audience hope to understand a way 
of painting that traces its origins to 
an ancient and unfamiliar Aboriginal 
hunter-gatherer belief system? 
This is the challenge of exhibiting 
Western Desert painting in Rome.”

Nevertheless this was the challenge 
Ian McLean and Erica Izett successfully 
met in putting this (unlikely) landmark 
exhibition together.

A slight digression. It was on the 
morning of Wednesday 11 June 2014 
when I first stepped into the de Chirico 
room at the Carlo Bilotti Museum. It 
was with a great sense of anticipation 
and excitement that I viewed paintings, 
sculptures and drawings which I had 
never seen before. However it was not 
long before I was struck by a powerful 

feeling of déjà vu, a slightly sickening 
feeling – for there was a question in the 
room – something uncannily familiar. 
Gradually it dawned on me that one of 
the works, Self-portrait with the bust of 
Minerva, I had seen before – indeed it 
was the only actual work by Giorgio de 
Chirico which had ever been included in 
any of my own exhibitions. In fact it had 
been shown in the exhibition Diaspora in 
Context: Connections in a Fragmented 
World at the Museum of Contemporary 
Art in Sydney in 1995. This exhibition was 
centered around my painting Diaspora 
1992 and included original works by 
artists I had quoted in Diaspora – not 
just reproductions. Thus the subtitle 
to this exhibition was ‘Imants Tillers 
makes a painting by Georg Baselitz, 
Joseph Beuys, Bernhard Blume, Carlo 
Carra, Giorgio de Chirico, Mike Kelley, 
Vytautus Landsbergis, Colin McCahon, 
Arnulf Rainer, Nicholas Roerich and 
Isidore Tillers’. For the Sydney venue we 
had been able to borrow a painting by 
Giorgio de Chirico. It was the self-same 
Self-Portrait with the bust of Minerva 
which now graces the walls of the Carlo 
Bilotti Museum in Rome! 
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How could this happen? The answer was 
that the painting had been on loan to 
the Art Gallery of New South Wales in 
Sydney (which was where I had seen it) 
from the collection of the distinguished 
Australian public servant Dr Peter 
Wilenski, who had inherited it from a 
close relative – de Chirico’s second wife 
Isabella Far de Chirico. The provenance 
in the Carlo Bilotti handbook further 
explained that on Wilenski’s death it had 
gone to auction at Sotheby’s in New 
York in 2001 and been acquired by the 
Bilotti Museum.

What an incredible journey for a 
painting! From Rome to Canberra to 
Sydney to New York and back (home) 
to Rome. We can only marvel at the 
secret life of paintings. But there was 
more – it was not the only work in this 
now mysterious room which had come in 
this way from Australia. There was also 
de Chirico’s Italian Piazza, Girl with Hoop, 
1948, which had also been owned by 
Peter Wilenski and had been included in 
the exhibition Surrealism: Revolution by 
Night at the National Gallery of Australia, 
Canberra, in 1993.

Finally, my exhibition Metafisica Australe 
celebrates the fact that ‘Melbourne’ is 
invoked in the first few sentences of 
de Chirico’s famous surrealist novel 
Hebdomeros – first published in Paris in 
1929. Hence the expression ‘Dechirican 
Melbourne’ in several of my paintings. 
There is a view that the remote and 
exotic place ‘Melbourne’ entered de 
Chirico’s imagination when he received 
a postcard of the italianate Treasury 
Building in Melbourne (designed by J.J. 
Clark to house the abundant bounty 
flowing from the Victorian goldfields) 
from his expatriate Roman friend Gino 
Nibbi. Greetings from a Distant Friend!

My Sydney friend Murray Bail, the 
celebrated novelist, first alerted me 
to the presence of ‘Melbourne’ in de 
Chirico’s writing some time in the early 
1980s, and without hesitation I alluded to 

this startling fact in an essay I wrote in 
1982 for the magazine Art + Text, which 
I called ‘Locality Fails’. As Bail wrote 
later in his piece ‘De Chirico’s Future’, 
for the Surrealism: Revolution by Night 
catalogue:

“The dreamy novel Hebdomeros 
was published in France in 1929. 
Unusually, it opens with the word 
‘And’, then almost immediately 
gives poor Melbourne a kick in the 
teeth:

‘And then began the tour of that 
strange building situated in a street 
that looked forbidding, although it 
was distinguished and not gloomy. 
As seen from the street the building 
was reminiscent of a German 
consulate in Melbourne. Its ground 
floor was entirely taken up with 
large stores. Although it was neither 
Sunday nor a holiday, the stores 
were closed, endowing this part of 
the street with an air of tedium and 
melancholy, a certain desolation, 
that particular atmosphere which 
pervades Anglo-Saxon towns on 
Sundays.’”
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COVER IMAGE:
Dechirican Melbourne, 2016, synthetic polymer paint, gouache on 24 canvas boards, 152.4 x 142.2 cm

INSIDE LEFT PAGE:
Gravity Wave, 2016, synthetic polymer paint, gouache on 24 canvas boards, 152.4 x 142.2 cm

INSIDE RIGHT PAGE:
Metaphysical Interior with Old Treasury Building, 2016, synthetic polymer paint, gouache on 54 canvas 
boards, 228.6 x 213.4 cm

BACK COVER:
Breakfast Epiphany (with 9 panels by Michael Nelson Jagamara) 2014, synthetic polymer paint, gouache on 
54 canvas boards, 228.6 x 213.4 cm
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