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For decades Robert Owen’s artistic practice has moved between 
painting and sculpture, forming an intricate dialogue link between 
these mediums but maintaining interdependence.  Some of Owen’s 
earlier works produced in the 1980s are a hybrid of the two; 
installations such as the important Re-vision (Melancolia) (1987) 
explore the interplay of the two dimensional and the three 
dimensional, painting and sculpture, drawn geometries on flat planes 
and modelled wooden shapes on the floor.  This is an ever-present 
investigation in Owen’s practice, as he continues to explore colour, 
form, spatial geometry and light.  
 
His works, however,  have a common thread related to sensual 
perception and sensation; yet he interprets and paints sensation 
distinct to describing it.i  Owen’s three-dimensional painted steel 
sculptures, the most recent being Thought Forms, are configured, 
coloured and contorted cubes which are static structures whose 
relationships of line and space change as the viewer moves around 
the shape.  They are neither merely mathematical nor poetical, but 
both. There is an obsessive intrigue in the endless variety of shapes. 
 
The grid has been a crucial form for Owen since he lived in London 
between 1966 and 1974, which he could experiment with in unlimited 
variations like his contemporaries of modernist painting and 
sculpture.  There were dual enquiries in Owen’s artistic productions 
of the 1980s , which generated from streams of modernism including 
constructivism and a kind of spiritual conceptualism and colour 
symbolism.  Influenced by a group of artists during his time overseas 
known as the ‘Constructive,’ who were predominantly interested in 
creating an art of mathematically precise abstraction and reducing 
art to bare essentials such as form, colour and material construction.  
While constructivist artists at their most rigorous rejected narrative, 
metaphor and symbolism, Owen seemed to embrace colour as a 
symbolic and material force, and light and darkness as an expression 
of being.  
 
Other works during this time such as Hammer on Rock (1982), an 
installation consisting of a hammer placed on a rock in turn placed 
on a circle of ultramarine blue pigment with a sound recording of a 
waterfall and gong, were clearly conceptual in origin and multi-
layered in their meaning – the untouched hammer on the rock 
signifies the potential and possibilities of human interference, a tool 
as the symbol of civilisation, destruction or creation and the cultural 
references which are limitless to the beholder.  As George Alexander 
notes in Robert Owen: transits, Owen could create an aura around 
enigmatic objects – again evoking a kind of spiritual energy of 
Druidic proportions, which is seen in other installations at the time.  
Owen’s most recent installation at Arc One Gallery, using coloured 
pigments, returns to these concerns. 
 
As Owen’s mysticism in these installations could be compared to 
Kandinsky, so too can his series Music for the Eyes (2005-06), which 
is a passionate response to a selective range of music including Arvo 
Pärt’s Alina and George Gurdjieff’s extraordinary Chants, Hymns and 
Dances.  While the artist’s works in the 1990s centred on chromatic 
grids, rooted in optical art, and reminiscent of a matrix or fragmented 
computer codes, ‘Music for the Eyes’ continued the exploration of 
colour but with an emphasis on recording sensual experience 
through alternate means.  While his coloured grids have always been 



intuitively selected at random (though the artist’s greens, pinks, 
blues and yellows reveals his acuteness for colour) the paintings 
responding to music are at once subjective but there is a discernible 
rhythmic motion in these works, as tone, composition and instrument 
is suggested through hue, blocks and colour; blue has been read as 
the deep sounds of the cello, for instance.   
 
Owen has developed an international reputation for his significant 
public commissions which include Webb Bridge in collaboration with 
Denton Corker Marshall which won international awards for 
outstanding achievement and the designing of a functional sound 
wall and bridge for the Melbourne Cragieburn Bypass in 
collaboration with Taylor Cullity Lethlean and Tonkin Zulaikha, Greer. 
One of its features was ‘The Scrim Wall,’ a world-first roadway 
feature in Melbourne consisting of 300 metre interactive matrix of 
colour changing LEDs on the new Craigieburn Bypass road.  This wall 
was inspired by Owen witnessing a flickering TV screen via a lace 
curtain, which generated a matrix of multi-shifting colours.  In 2010 
the Triptych Building was opened in the Arts Precinct Southbank 
which features a 29-storey façade with Robert Owen’s “Digital 
Showers”, a cascading kaleidoscope of colour representing rain 
drops. 
 
 
1 Melissa Amore, ‘The Empirical Tempo,’ exh. cat., Robert Owen: 
Music for the Eyes 5 July – 5 August 2006, p. 2. 

																																																								
	


