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Imagine you're a painter who likes to splash acid-
bright paint on large canvases, using your whole 
body, build new walls and dismantle existing ones 

and you're told for your next exhibition, which als o 
happens to be your most important one to date, you're 
not allowed to bang a single nail into the walls, m ark 
the marble  ̄oors or damage the building's structur e 
in any way. 

New Zealand artist Judy Millar likens the opportuni ty 
to exhibit in a fragile 15th-century church at the Venice 
Biennale to an artist being allowed to exhibit in t he 

Waitomo Caves. The renaissance church, which has 
been closed to the public for the last 50 years and 
recently restored, is in a world heritage site. Finding 
Sant' Antonin church, which has a lofty ceiling and  
four intimate side chapels, was sheer luck, says Millar, 
who was immediately struck by the exciting possibil ities 
offered by the building's architecture ± its large scale, 
natural light and emotional resonance as a disused place 
of worship. Not to mention its ideal location close  to 
San Marco, the Arsenale and the Giardini ± the two 
main biennale venues. 

Bringing painting to the church
Judy Millar talks to Virginia Were about ® nding the perfect space for her 2009 Venice 
Biennale exhibition ± and about life and art.
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Judy Millar, 3-D model for Sant' Antonin
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When I spoke to her in December 2008, Millar, one of 
two artists chosen to represent New Zealand at the 2009 
Venice Biennale, had only just had her exhibition venue 
con® rmed, though she'd been working on her project 
for a year, developing concepts and building models for 
three possible sites ± none of which eventuated. 

Because New Zealand missed the 2007 biennale, we 
lost our place in the queue for venues, hence the long 
period of uncertainty about where Millar, and the other 
New Zealand artist, Francis Upritchard, would exhibit.

Walking into the church for the ® rst time Millar had 
an immediate emotional response. ªI noticed all the 
paintings had been removed, but you could very clearly 
see where they had been. So for me it was a perfect site 
to bring new paintings into.º 

She arrived in Venice from Germany, where she bases 
herself for part of each year, on the day the church was 
offered as a biennale site, and was the ® rst artist to see it. 
Then began the lengthy process of assuring the church's 
caretakers she wouldn't damage this precious building, 
which has a marble  ̄oor and sometimes  ̄oods at high 
tide (visitors bring your gumboots!), adding yet another 
somewhat unusual challenge to the already complex 
installation process. 

Not least of the challenges is transferring the crated 
components of the installation from a ship, after their 
six-week sea voyage, and onto a barge that will transport 

them down the Grand Canal to the church. Unlike 
Millar's Gow Langsford exhibitions, it's not just a case 
of backing a truck up to the gallery door; and if she runs 
out of timber in Venice, there won't be a timber ya rd just 
down the road.

New Zealand's participation in Venice's 53rd biennale, 
curated by Daniel Birnbaum, requires a huge injection 
of capital by Creative New Zealand, which is kicking in 
$650,000, and a further $400,000 is expected to come 
from private patronage and sponsorship.

Far from regarding her three earlier Venice proposals 
as a waste of time, Millar is upbeat, saying the process 
has been rewarding, pushing her work into new terri tory. 
And some of her earlier concepts ± bizarre lopsided 
canvases originally designed to protrude through gallery 
windows into an outside courtyard ± will be incorpo rated 
into the church. The difference, though, is that instead 
of protruding lengthwise through windows like rude 
interventions, breaching the white cube, these shaped 
canvases will now stand on their ends, soaring upwards 
like headless giraffes.

Another ® rst for Millar, who has always been a `seat 
of the pants' artist who relishes being surprised by her 
own work, is her use of digital processes. For the Venice 
installation she'll take small details from paintin gs, blow 
them up to a massive scale and print them so they look 
like banners or billboards. Large, visceral canvases and 
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92  /  ART NEWS

prints will surge and loop around the space, interacting 
with much smaller canvases in the side chapels and 
breaking down distinctions between inside and outside, 
small and large, digital and handmade, historical and 
contemporary as her work engages and collides with the 
architecture of the church, not to mention the history 
of painting itself. 

For the ® rst time in her career she's working closely 
with a large team, including a printer from Bonn, and 
interestingly, her experiments with printing invert the 
current trend of artists translating photographic and 
digital images into painting. Her consistent push to 
challenge painterly traditions ± particularly 1960s gestural 
painting or the `informel' as it's known in Germany ± is 
what makes Millar such a fascinating artist; one who 
never stands still. Her driving force is to make painting 
± that supposedly exhausted medium ± contemporary, 
meaningful and politically relevant ± and her work is a 
constant series of questions and edgy propositions rather 
than glib answers and cosy suppositions. 

ªPainting is a way of ® nding things out; for me it's 
not a way of showing anything and that's why I think 
a painting is never complete. Of course you bring new 
information to your viewing of it all the time, so the 
work is changing and morphing endlessly, which is 
why we like to look at paintings that were created a 
long time ago.º

When Millar opens her Venice installation in June 
she's closing a loop. After graduating from Elam in 
the 1980s she felt disillusioned with art and its lack of 
relevance in contemporary life, and decided to focus 
instead on a much more essential activity ± cooking 
and feeding people. 

ªI thought we needed sites where we could go to 
discuss artº, and so she opened several cafes in central 
Auckland. Then in 1989 she returned to the University 
of Auckland to study feminist theory in the Italian  
Department. While there she won an Italian Government 

Judy Millar. Photo: Darryl Ward Anawhata studio interior. Photo: Virginia Were

Initial conceptual proposal for Venice project
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scholarship that allowed her to live in Turin and study 
1960s Italian artists, one of whom was the Venetian 
artist, Vedova, who combined a baroque understanding 
of space with 1960s gestural painting.

ªThis was a very political time for artists in Italy and 
I thought these artists might offer me the hope of ® nding 
ways art could more positively engage with society. I had 
pretty much given up painting at that point. And in Italy 
I saw the history of Western art, because basically what 
happened to art happened in Italy. But it was actually the 
works of the past, such as Giotto's St Francis of Assisi 
frescos, that had the greatest impact. I came back to New 
Zealand completely convinced there really was a way for 
painting to play a great role in our contemporary world, 
and I began painting again. So to be able to go back to 
Italy with paintings ± and put them into one of the  hearts 
of Italian historical painting ± is fantastic.º

New Zealand viewers may remember the glorious 
exuberance and Dayglo colours of her 2005 exhibition at 
Auckland Art Gallery, where paint escaped the con® nes 
of canvases and spread like an unstoppable virus across 
the gallery walls, and stripped-down walls jutted o ut into 
the space like the frames of un® nished houses. Since 
then Millar has largely abandoned colour.

ªCertainly the sensual nature of the work is reduced 
now, but I thought the work was becoming too seduct ive 
on one level, or relying on colour... and I became 
suspicious of that and wanted to work in another way. 
But it also reduces the symbolic level and that was more 
interesting to me. So there's the seductive and symbolic 
that comes with colour and I was very happy to get rid 
of both, to allow other things in. It may come back, the 
colour; I'm sure it will at some point.º

Though we can expect ̀ Guantanamo Bay orange' in her 
Venice installation, much of the work will be chrom atically 
subdued. By removing colour from the work she has been 
able to focus more on pictorial structure, and to explore 
the gap that exists between the so-called `objective' and 
`non objective'. A conceptual conundrum she has long 
teased and worried like a cat with a mouse. 

Millar doesn't describe her work as `abstract' and 
I ask if perhaps `non ® gurative' is a better way to talk 
about it? ªI think all those terms are inadequate. The 
word `abstract' has become completely useless in 
any meaningful discussion, and even words like `non 
objective', `non representational' and `non ® gurative' 
don't have any meaning either. I don't want to use any 
of these `non' terms. We went through a period where 
everything was described in terms of what it wasn't, 
and that's not interesting any more. I'm much more 
interested in describing my work in terms of what it is. 
And I would just say it's `embodied painting'. Without 
our body we don't exist, so that seems to me to be our 
experience of the world. And that is what painting can 
directly address.º

Judy Millar, Untitled, 2006, oil on canvas, 145 x 108 cm. Courtesy of Hamish 
Morrison Galerie, private collection, Berlin. Photo: Hans-Georg Gaul

Judy Millar, Untitled, 2008, acrylic and oil on canvas, 153 x 111 cm. Courtesy of 
the artist. Photo: Paul Gilbert
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ªThere's new scienti® c proof that the hands really 
do think faster than the brain,º she adds. ªI can be so 
surprised by what I produce and I can't possibly have 
pre-thought those things; that's why I do it. If I could 
sit and pre-think them, there would be no need to get 
so exhausted and dirty!º

Millar has been exhibiting regularly in Germany 
since 2003 and bases herself at a studio in a rather 
ªgrimº building in former East Berlin. Here she's part 
of a lively community of artists who meet regularly for 
robust critical discussions, something she says doesn't 
happen in Auckland where she works at her Anawhata 
home on the West Coast. Her windswept house teeters 
on the brow of a bush-clad hill overlooking the Tasman 
Sea; ten paces away is the purpose-built studio with its 
long, narrow windows set high in the walls.

ªPainting in Germany has never lost its importance 
in terms of contemporary art, as it has done in other 
places, and the conversation happens very freely among 
people working in different media. In Auckland there's 
a feeling of comradeship, but there's not a good basis 
for discussion, and I don't know if that's because we're 
a small place and it's more dif® cult to talk, or whether 
it's just that New Zealanders don't talk.º

Millar, who is represented by galleries in Zurich and 
Berlin, is looking at Venice as part of a bigger career picture 
and that helps spread some of the anxiety, she says. 

ªIn the last three years the majority of my work has 
been shown in Europe, so I feel to some extent I've lost 
contact with a New Zealand audience, and a lot of the 
steps I've made in the work haven't been seen here.º

She describes Venice, the place, as ªa ® ctionº ± an 
unreal tourist destination that is as much a ® gment of our 
imagination as an actual place ± an idea that resonates 

with the way she sees painting in general. She's curious 
to see what will happen when she brings her paintings 
from the other side of the world and places them in the 
heart of Italian painting. 

One thing's for sure, when she opens her installation in 
June, she'll be talking to the whole world about th e edge-
of-your seat vitality and eye-searing magic of painting and 
the new places it might go ± now and in future.

Judy Millar, Untitled, 2008, acrylic and oil on canvas, 95 x 150 cm. Courtesy of the artist. Photo: Hans-Georg Gaul

Billboards around the Bridge of Sighs, Venice, September 2008. 
Photo: Judy Millar


