
 
Over  the  past  few years I’ve  been interes ted  in  pa int ing  environmenta l  scenarios  that focus on  
unusual o r al ternative  dwell ings  such  as  mobi le homes,  caravans , tents,  cab ins and t ree  houses. 
These  k inds  of  informal,  mobile o r  temporary dwell ings  are  fo r me potent metaphors  fo r  many of  the  
exis tent ia l issues facing humanity in  our  t ime. They raise quest ions about  where we live ,  how we 
live  and why we chose to l ive in  the way we do. The  recreationa l/escape  veh ic les  in  my work 
symbol ize  a  vital  connect ion with a longed for natura l paradise beyond the  confines of  the cit ies  
most Aus tral ians  l ive in…by David  Ra lph 
 
The  rec ip ien t of  a  2000 Anne  and Gordon Samstag Internationa l  V isua l Arts  Scho larships ,  David 
Ralph t raveled  to  England at the end of 2000 to s tudy in the  Masters  program at  the  Che lsea  Co llege  
of Art  & Des ign  in  London . Ralph spent  four years  in  London and has held numerous  exhibit ions 
national ly and internat iona ll y.  He  is  represented in  severa l public  co llections in  Europe  and 
Austra l ia and has  been the rec ip ient  of  many awards.  In  the  last  th ree  years  he has been a f inal ist  
in  the Celeste  Contemporary Pain ting Prize ,  London,  the  Arch ibald Pr ize  and the pas t three 
consecut ive Arthur Guy Memoria l Pa int ing  Pr izes amongst  others.   
 
 
 
David  Ra lph  at Boutwell  Draper  Ga l lery,  22 Apr il  – 15 May 2010 
 
 

This project has been assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council, 
its arts funding and advisory body. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unnatural  voyeurs of  the  natural 
By Ashley Crawford 

  
Mankind once  l ived  amidst  nature . Today interaction  with  nature  fo r  most  of  us is ,  at  best,  a  potted  
plan t.  As we have  moved away from natura l environs  our  ind ifference  to  f lo ra and fauna has grown 
apace , to a point  where  i t  is  on ly  recent ly that we have  become aware that  th is  ind ifference  cou ld  
well  be t ru ly catastrophic.  

That is  where  a  somewhat  ch il l ing aspect comes into  David Ra lph’s  most  recent  body o f work.  In  his  
past  work Ra lph  has u ti l ised  such  images as the caravan as a metaphor for  escape,  fo r a retu rn to 
nature o r,  a t the very least,  a  br ief  stin t o f l iv ing  away f rom urban madness. In his  most  recent 
works  even the  caravan  has  been enclosed; an odd,  a lien  th ing  that once  resided in the bush has  
been  t ransported  in to the museum,  an  artefact of  the days that  one  could  venture  in to the hi l ls  and 
enjoy some f resh ai r.  

It is  tempt ing  to  v iew these pa intings as museum dioramas  f rom 3008 where those s ti l l  surviving 
could be  to ld  about the archaic  not ion of  escaping the  grid.  The caravan has been  dredged f rom a  
swamp and reconf igured in the museum a  thousand years later  to  rep l icate  the not ion of  s it t ing 
under  party l ights  in  deck cha irs  as a now extinct  insect cal led  a  cicada  chirped awa y.  In much the 
same way that  museums today repl icate  the environs  of  our  pr imordia l ancestors these  d ioramas 
would seem fantas tica l.  Those in the futu re wi ll  t it ter nervously  about  how their ancestors o f 2008 
could l ive in  such condit ions,  with  so much  green s tuff  around,  so much  moistu re ! 

Ralph’s  cu rators  have  a lso reconf igured a camping scene which  is  thorough ly surrea l in  that the 
mounta ins are  coated in white,  a  thing humans once  ca lled  “snow”,  something which  has  long s ince 
faded into  the  stuf f  o f legend.  They il lustrate how early  man , back  in  the  ear ly 2000s and even  
before,  would set up a thing  ca lled  a  “tent”,  presumably to keep o ff  ra in,  a lthough  the  acids o f today 
(3008)  wou ld  eat  st ra ight  th rough  i t.  Of  course  these  campers  s it  on astro-tu rf,  grass having 
become another victim of  degradation. 

Ralph’s  tent  hurtles th rough  the  a i r,  s tart ing as  an  abstract ion before  f ina lly  grounding itse lf  as a 
shelte r.  His  tent acts as a metaphor fo r the abstract  idea o f a journey or a camping t r ip  before  i t  
becomes  a  rea li t y,  but  in  i ts  i l lustrat ive  depict ion it  a lso becomes a  th ing  of  nosta lg ia,  o r o f the tr ip  
not taken , the opportun ity  lost .  And by 3008 the  opportunity  has  been lost  fo reve r.  Even  Ra lph’s  
boat ,  l ike  his  tent  and caravan,  is  a  thing o f quirky fasc inat ion,  p laced like  a  prized  rel ic in  a  
corporate foye r,  again  a  th ing of the pas t,  never  to  f loat  aga in. 



In one  of the  most  surrea l and quirky images in  this  museum we witness the domici le  of  a  wealthy 
woman f rom 2060 ( these  are  my dates,  David Ralph wil l  no  doubt  be  to ta lly  bemused by this  enti re  
fabricat ion).  T it led A t A  Safe Distance  she s tands in  a gutted  or  incomplete apartment bu ilding, her  
att ire,  pure haute  de’coutre,  her actua l home. She  scans the hor izon, searching  fo r  threat,  ei ther 
towards her  fashion s tatus  or her  overa ll  environment.  Behind he r,  f ramed by p it ted  and scarred 
concrete,  a  toxic  fog  ve ils  the  landscape.  I t is  an  image  worthy of  a  pos t-apocalypt ic  J.G . Bal lard  
nove l.  

For Ralph h is  caravans,  tents  and even att i re are  vehic les  of escape and the  fan tasy o f f reedom.  H is  
mis en scenes  are  reminiscent o f the s t range portal  in  the 1999 f i lm Be ing John Malkovich (one o f 
the artists ’  favourite f i lms)  in  which, for  a  smal l  fee ,  one  can  be  inserted  into the  f i lm-star’s  l i fe.  Of  
course, as with  the  fan tasy o f a weekend in the bush, th ings  are  rare ly  what  we hope  fo r.  
Malkovich ’s  l ife is  banal,  as  is  the  rea l ity o f ra in and mosqu itoes on  a  camping tr ip .  Yet  despite  that  
we st il l  yearn fo r  a  d ifferen t environment  and these are indeed images  of yearning fo r  t ranqui l 
settings,  border ing  on melanchol ia  bu t not  without a degree  of ga llows  humou r.  There is  the  very 
rea l  sense  that these other environments are d isappearing. 

In these works  the  indoors become outdoors ,  the  exter iors  become in terio rs – we are  both out  in  the  
wi ld  and safe ly secured inside;  unnatural  voyeurs o f the natura l.  

Ralph’s  pa int ings are somewhat remin iscent  of the  f inal  scenes of the 1972 f i lm Si lent  Running in 
which  Earth’s  last remaining forests are secured in greenhouse- like geodes ic  domes  outside  the  
orb it  of  Saturn. It  is  hoped to  retu rn them to an apparently  barren  Earth  in  order to re forest  the  
planet,  bu t such a plan becomes  economica lly unfeas ib le  and the res ident botan ist,  p layed by Bruce  
Dern,  is  ordered to destroy the  fo rests.  He  refuses and manages to  jet tison  one dome to safet y,  
dying  in  the  process.  In  the  sequel ,  re leased in  3008,  the  botan ist  is  p layed by David  Ra lph who is  
trying to secure  the  dying  t races  of  a  fo re-gone world .  
 
 
 
Return to paint 
 
Dale Hickey: Life in a Box  Ian Potter Museum, Melbourne, until April 27.  David Ralph  Arc One Gallery, Melbourne, until 
March 8.  Del Kathryn Barton  Karen Woodbury Gallery, Melbourne, March 5-April 5.  Benjamin Armstrong  Tolarno 
Galleries, Melbourne, until March 15. 
 
“David Ralph looks like a healthy teenager limbering up on a basketball court. He is having fun with paint, combining 
different visual registers on the same canvas, abstracting here, shading to create volume there, throwing in hints of 
trompe l'oeil and generally having a ball. He uses squeegees and palette knifes, poured turps, rags, brushes and computer-
aided collage. Ralph's paintings are at once stunningly beautiful and dazzlingly clever.”  
 
Sebastian Smee - The Australian — Art Review 2008 
 
An extract re “In Captivity” exhibition 2008, exhibition at Arc One Galley Melbourne. 
 
 
Out of the abstract 
Non-figurative art has been with us for almost a century, but a new generation of artists seems no longer to believe in it. 
Sebastian Smee visits some Melbourne galleries. Aida Tomesco at Niagara, David Ralph at Arc One, David Wadelton at 
Tolarno and Stephen Bush at Sutton,  
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
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“Richter is winked at in a painting called Gerhard's Retreat by David Ralph at ARC One Gallery on Flinders Lane in central 
Melbourne. Ralph's show, easily the most compelling of a crop of painting exhibitions in Melbourne right now, is called 
Mobile Home, and it consists of a series of small figurative paintings that riff on the theme of caravans and other types of 
mobile home. It's an extremely sly, self-conscious show, and its real subject may simply be the strange business of 
representing things in paint.  
Before now, Ralph, who was brought up in Melbourne and returned from studying in London 18 months ago, painted urban 
images in a beguiling but rather slick photo-realist mode, using a lot of blurred imagery suggestive of alienation in the 
manner of Richter. He has since switched to a more "painterly" approach; he's more interested, in other words, in 
manipulating paint to achieve effects that are unique to the medium, than in imitating photographic effects.  
And yet his approach is full of wit and verve, dazzlingly alive to the tension between abstraction and figuration and packed 
with tautologies, art historical in-jokes and assumptions turned on their heads. In their combination of painterly wit and 
conceptual mischief-making, if not in their look, they are reminiscent of the work of brilliant young painter Matthias 
Weischer.  
Why mobile homes? Ralph says in an artist's statement that he "needed a break from the smog and concrete" of the city. 
But he has chosen mobile homes, in truth, as a flexible metaphor - not only for displacement, but for a sense of being 
unanchored within art history. He paints, you feel, in the same way that someone might choose to live in a mobile home: 
hoping for adventure and an imaginative escape, unsure of where he belongs, lacking belief. Rather brilliantly, he turns all 
these symptoms into strengths. His small, modest paintings make us doubt our eyes. The objects in them are rendered in 
different degrees of illusionism, from trompe l'oeil to abstract blur. There are witty references throughout to artists such 
as Jeanne-Claude and Christo, Mike Nelson, Mario Merz and Richard Hamilton, but you do not need to get them to be 
drawn in. Ralph could push himself a lot further, but already he is one of the more interesting of a new generation of 
painters who make you optimistic about the medium's possibilities.” 
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Sebastian Smee - The Australian — Art Review 2006 
 
 


