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What is the price of living in the ways we do? What do 
we value, and who decides? Why do we make livings and 
meanings that get in the way of flourishing? And who gets 
to define what flourishing means? 

The Cost of Living floats these questions through art 
works on various themes such as: the lure and limits of 
aspirational romance, social and emotional dislocation, 
toxic living environments, police violence, the ravages of 
war and the impact of social media. 

All of which is pretty heavy stuff. Yet, it’s clear that there 
is a lot of fun, dark humour and moody positivity in play 
too. The artists’ creative outcomes and strategies are 
themselves affirming of possibility, of hopeful purpose. 

They may not cure or transcend difficulties though they 
might help cope with small – and large-scale challenges, 
shine light on inequity and gradually build paths 
beyond them. It’s like as Grandmaster Flash famously 
asked himself ‘sometimes I wonder how I keep from going 
under’; sometimes art cannot stop artists and others 
from going under, but sometimes it does. That might 
be enough. 

This State Art Collection display provides first 
AGWA viewing opportunities for many new (or, as yet, 
unshown) acquisitions by Vivienne Shark LeWitt, Anne 
Wallace, Pat Brassington, Jennifer McCamley and Janet 
Burchill, Peter Cooley, Nusra Latif Qureshi, Richard 
Giblett, Catherine Opie, Robert Dickerson and Ronnie Van 
Hout. These are presented with other collection works 
that open up a range of considerations about the toll that 
life can take as the cost of living keeps on rising... 



Lin Onus
born 1948 Melbourne, Victoria
worked Melbourne, Victoria
died 1996 Melbourne, Victoria

Maralinga
1990
fibreglass, synthetic polymer paint, acrylic and paper 
stickers

Purchased 1990� 1990/0236.a-b

Onus often drove between Melbourne and Arnhemland, 
passing through Maralinga where England had conducted 
atomic bomb tests in the early 1950s. This work shows a 
mother and child sheltering each other from the bomb’s 
lethal wind blast. It is a layered commentary on the 
desecration of the desert landscape, the displacement 
of Aboriginal people from their lands, and the horrors of 
technologies of destruction.



Anne Zahalka
born 1957 Sydney, New South Wales
works Sydney, New South Wales 

Untitled No 11
1993
colour transparency, duratran light box

Purchased through the 
Moet & Chandon Art Acquisition Fund, 1994� 1994/0019

This photograph of a Sydney city block is from Zahalka’s 
Fortresses and Frontiers series. Resembling a ruin, 
it resonates with its built and natural histories that 
temporarily speak against its commercial potential. 
Capitalism is held at bay, if just for a moment. 



Leon Golub
born 1922 Chicago, United States of America
worked New York, United States of America 
died 2004 New York, United States of America

White Squad III
1982
synthetic polymer paint on linen

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation, 1997� 1997/0019

The works in Golub’s White Squad series combine 
figures culled from sources such as 1920s press photos 
from China, news images of American police and sports 
personalities. Each composition articulates Golub’s rage 
against individual acts of violence. He uses scale and 
eye contact with the figures in the works to position the 
viewer as psychologically compromised participants in 
the scenes. 



Jeff Wall
born 1946 Vancouver, Canada
works Vancouver, Canada

Polishing
1998
transparency in light box

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation, 1999� 1999/0063

He’s just a really lower class guy, someone who really 
has almost nothing, someone trying to get a toe hold 
somewhere, in something. He is out everyday, either in 
sales or at the bottom end of a bureaucracy. 

JEFF WALL 



Adam Cullen
born 1965 Sydney, New South Wales
worked Sydney and Wentworth Falls, New South Wales
died 2012 Wentworth Falls, New South Wales

Shut up nobody wants to hear your 
stories
2000
synthetic polymer paint, enamel and ink on canvas

Purchased through the Sir Claude Hotchin Art Foundation, 
The Art Gallery of Western Australia Foundation, 2000� 2000/0227

In his early career, Australian artist Adam Cullen was 
associated with a grunge art aesthetic. Despite later 
occasionally tackling mainstream subject matter - 
such as his portrait of actor David Wenham that won 
the Archibald Prize in 2000 - he remained a highly 
provocative artist until his death in 2012. An unsettled 
ferocity imbues all of his work, with each major painting 
barely containing a sensation of dis-ease whose source 
can never quite be identified. A highly controversial 
figure, his life and death occasioned the book and film 
Acute Misfortune. 



Adam Cullen
born 1965 Wentworth Falls, New South Wales
worked Sydney, New South Wales
died 2012 Wentworth Falls, New South Wales

Small business
1999
synthetic polymer paint on canvas

Purchased through the Sir Claude Hotchin Art Foundation, 
The Art Gallery of Western Australia Foundation, 2000� 2000/0228

Business is meant to be measured, calm, impersonal. 
As the saying goes, ‘it’s just business’. In response, 
Cullen’s painting might be seen as a meditation on the 
meanness of such impersonal arrangements and the 
grimy malevolence rationality often masks. Moreover, he 
is an artist for whom there can be no small business at all; 
everything is amplified, theatrical, on the brink of chaos 
and catastrophe. 



John Davies
born 1946 Cheshire, England
works Kent and London, England

Figures on railings
1981
mixed media

Purchased 1983� 1983/00S2

English sculptor John Davies’s works typically have 
a strangely surreal cast to them. The figures here are 
characteristically ambiguous: both life-like and dummy- 
or puppet-like there is a sense in which they await 
proper deployment or employment. Apparently ‘ready’ 
but with no purpose to be ready for, they exist in a state 
of suspended animation. As such, they reside outside 
the relentlessly aspirational climate of our time where 
we expect to be constantly creatively, romantically, 
economically motivated and fulfilled. 



Robyn O’Neil
born 1977 Nebraska, United States of America
works Washington State, United States of America 

A birth in grief and ashes
2007
graphite on paper

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2014� 2014/0140

Made with a mechnical pencil, Robyn O’Neil’s drawings 
come into being over months of paintingstaking labour. 
This commitment is central to her work. As she said in 
a 2014 interview: ‘I remember a distinct moment when I 
was about fifteen or sixteen when I made a decision. This 
is an awful thing to say, but I realised, friends are taking 
up too much of my time, let’s put that on the back burner. 
My parents were a little weirded out. I was the opposite 
of most teenagers, and the opposite of my brother, 
where they had to try to keep him inside because he was 
always wanting to go out. But I made this really distinct 
choice where I had to be selfish, that was the only way I 
could see this, being an artist, working out for me. And I 
think, from that moment until this month, seriously, I’ve 
been going like a maniac. By the time I got to a point in 
my career where I could quit my job and focus only on 
making these drawings, it killed me to even take one night 
off. I mean, it would drive me insane, which is horrible, it’s 
a horrible way to be.’



Robyn O’Neil
born 1977 Nebraska, United States of America
works Washington State, United States of America 

Forgetting, again
2008
graphite on paper

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2014� 2014/0141

The figures in O’Neil’s works are often modelled off 
her father and his friends. The use of sweatsuits as their 
outfits is a key decision; they level everyone out. As she 
has said ‘it’s not about anything economic, these people 
could have money, they could not have money, it’s a great 
social equaliser, everyone wears something similar when 
they work out’. 



Anders Nilsen
born 1973 New Hampshire, United States of America
works Los Angeles, United States of America

Don’t go where I can’t follow
2006
ink and correction fluid on paper

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2016� 2016/0068.a-h

These are original drawings from the book of the same 
name. It combines drawings, photographs, journal entries 
and letters and charts Nilsen’s relationship with fellow 
artist Cheryl Weaver. Weaver and Nilsen were engaged to 
be married when Weaver died from cancer in 2005. The 
scenes here show Nilsen and his friends taking her ashes 
to Lake Michigan; they demonstrate why this is one of 
the most moving and complexly beautiful graphic novels 
to have ever been published. It won the Ignatz Prize for 
Outstanding Graphic Novel in 2006. 



Robert Dickerson
born 1924 Hurstville, New South Wales
worked Sydney and Nowra, New South Wales, and 
Brisbane, Queensland
died 2015 Nowra, New South Wales

The Businessmen
1997
synthetic polymer paint on canvas

Gift of Mrs Jill Dickerson under the Commonwealth Government’s 
Cultural Gifts Program, 2016� 2016/0033

Over his career, Dickerson painted several ‘types’ 
including jockeys, boxers, legal professionals and 
businessmen. Though there are sometimes suggestions 
of a story, most of his figures are presented in scenarios 
that are mysterious and open-ended. The ways they make 
their livings are impenetrable to outsiders; for Dickerson 
every form of professional life operates like a secret 
society. 



Vincent Namatjira
born 1983 Alice Springs, Northern Territory
works Indulkana, South Australia

Gina Rinehart and me II
2017
synthetic polymer paint on canvas

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2017� 2017/0209

I decided to paint some of the political leaders and big 
decision makers in the world and our country today... I’m 
interested in painting strong figures and leaders, we see 
them on the news and wonder how and why they make 
their decisions. These powerful people are far away from 
us here on the APY Lands, but when I paint them it brings 
them right into the studio. I like to paint with a little bit 
of humour, humour takes away some of their power and 
keeps us all equal. 

VINCENT NAMATJIRA



Vicki Varvaressos
born 1949 Sydney, New South Wales
works Sydney, New South Wales

Make this love story your own
1984
oil on board

Purchased 2018� 2018/0078

From a Greek family, Varvaressos trained at the National 
Art School in Sydney, and refused the temptation to be 
a teacher. Inspired by city life and with a commitment 
to feminism, this work addresses pop culture cliches of 
romance and desire. Art historian Janine Burke considers 
her paintings to contain: ‘a controlled anger, directed 
primarily against the false and foolish images, mostly 
of women, that the media spew out, that assaults an 
audience that has been so pacified and bedazzled it 
will swallow whatever inequity is thrust down its (large 
unprotesting) throat.’



Stanley Spencer
born 1891 Cookham, Berkshire, England
worked England
died 1959 Cliveden, Berkshire, England

Christ evicting the money changers
1921
oil on canvas

Purchased 1973� 1973/0P25

A subject also treated by Durer, Giotto and El Greco 
(who painted at least five versions), Spencer’s painting 
depicts a scene known as the ‘cleansing of the temple’. 
Mentioned four times in the Bible, there are several 
interpretations of the story ranging from it being about 
purifying the temple against commmerice itself to it being 
an attack against exploitative commercial practices. 



Richard Giblett
born 1966 Hong Kong
worked Perth, Western Australia and Melbourne, Victoria
died 2018 Melbourne, Victoria

Sump system II (Frontier)
2018
gouache on paper

Purchased, 2019� 2019/0001.a-d

Sumps are used to collect and channel waste-water and 
chemicals in agriculture, industry and domestic settings. 
Giblett’s massive gouache shows a radically complex 
sump system that exists as its own frontier. We might 
imagine this hidden, sprawling network making possible 
the equally sprawling development above ground. This 
speaks to what we must deal with, yet also repress, in 
order to keep living in the ways we do. 



Catherine Opie
born 1961 Ohio, United States of America
works Los Angeles, United States of America

Rainbow Falls #2
2015
pigment print

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2019� 2019/0006

Opie’s photographs of Yosemite National Park offer a 
different take to the more heroic depictions by previous 
photographers such as Anselm Adams. They are 
intimate and fragile, in keeping with Opie’s interest in 
documenting such places before they disappear. She 
has said: ‘I think about landscape as ever-shifting its own 
vulnerability—like the human body. We will be losing 
things… And so, in the same way that I lost my friends 
through AIDS and cherish the portraits I made of them, 
I think the landscape is something that we need to be 
reminded about and bear witness to.’



Catherine Opie
born 1961 Ohio, United States of America
works Los Angeles, United States of America

Stump #9
2018
porcelain

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2019� 2019/0007



Catherine Opie
born 1961 Ohio, United States of America
works Los Angeles, United States of America

Stump #10
2015
Black Mountain clay

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2019� 2019/0008



Catherine Opie
born 1961 Ohio, United States of America
works Los Angeles, United States of America

Matt and Jo
1993
c-type print

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2019� 2019/0030

One of Opie’s most important photographs, this early 
work came from her interest in documenting people and 
ways of life that were less visible in mainstream America. 
Opie has said that ‘there’s a certain kind of equality 
I’m trying to create’. For her, everyone has a place, and 
everyone is more complex and more interesting than we 
might sometimes assume. Recently she has commented 
that ‘although there is a complexity to my choice of 
different visual strategies for different bodies of work, 
what I am doing is very, very simple—all I’m trying to do 
is to say, ‘“I’m living here, now, at this time, and I am an 
artist who is interested in how we negotiate the lives that 
we’re all living.”’



Peter Cooley
born 1956 Murwillumbah, New South Wales
works Leura, New South Wales

Untitled (Hedy Lamarr shoplifting)
1987
gouache on paper

Gift of John McBride in honour of Dr Stefano Carboni (Gallery Director: 2008–2019) 
through the Commonwealth Government’s Cultural Gifts Program, 2020� 2020/0030

The Austrian-born Hedy Lamarr was a Hollywood film 
star of the 1930s and 1940s. As she aged, Lamarr grew 
increasingly concerned with her beauty fading and 
submitted to considerable plastic surgery. She wrote in 
her 1967 memoir Ecstasy and Me: ‘My face has been my 
misfortune. It has attracted six unsuccessful marriage 
partners. It has attracted all the wrong people into my 
boudoir and brought me tragedy and heartache for five 
decades. My face is a mask I cannot remove. I must 
always live with it. I curse it.’ The year before, she was 
arrested for shoplifting and underwent a very public trial. 
In addition to her more well-known activities, Lemarr was 
an inventor who pioneered a method called ‘frequency 
hopping’ that became the basis for what is now known as 
the internet. 



Ronnie Van Hout
born 1962 Christchurch, Aotearoa/New Zealand
works Melbourne, Victoria

Punk on a bed
2015
painted MDF, painted polyurethane and fibreglass on 
polystyrene, wig, clothing

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2020� 2020/0297

A not quite life-size self portrait of the artist as a 
‘punk’. The use of the term conveys the kind of punk 
we associate with music and the general term whose 
meaning has historically referred to qualities of being 
rotten, worthless, or a petty criminal. Holding a cigarette 
like a dart and with a ‘submissive’ lock around his neck 
(from the S&M scene), the punk stands blankly defiant 
atop a bed that seems to be from some kind of public 
facility. Is he locked away in a mental institution, a prison 
or an art museum? 



Vivienne Shark leWitt
born 1956 Sale, Victoria
works Melbourne, Victoria

$49.95
1990
oil on canvas

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2020� 2020/0298

$49.95 was about feeling intimidated by shop assistants. 
The scene is set in the tweedy atmosphere that 
permeated department stores during the 1960s, the era 
of my childhood. The name tag on the cartoonish woman 
behind the counter reads ‘C de V’, a reference to Cruella 
de Vil from The Hundred and One Dalmatians. The price 
on the till is an old in-joke between myself and my older 
brother – anything advertised on television was always 
‘Only 49.95!’.

VIVIENNE SHARK LEWITT



Carla Adams
born 1984 Perth, Western Australia
works Perth, Western Australia

Haunted by (Tony, Connor/Conor, 
CD, Caleb, Ruby, Tom, Trent, Matt, 
Lachlan, Josh, Mason, Jaymes, Tom, 
Chad, Hayden, Ben, Zack, Leighton, 
Dylan, Rory)
2019–20
mixed media

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: Emerging Artists’ Fund� 2021/0056.1-20

Portraits of people who have ‘ghosted’ the artist. They are 
highly generalised yet oddly particular. Certain materials 
hold a sense of who someone is, was, or could have 
been. They remain present and hover as hauntings, hence 
the title. They disappeared without a trace, and linger in 
Adams’s mind all the more strongly because of this.



William Blake
born 1757 London, England
worked England 
died 1827 London

The Book of Job
1825
engravings

Purchased 1970� 1970/00Q1.1-23

Sometimes no matter what you do, no matter how 
good you think you are, bad things happen. Bad things 
happened to Job, and also to his family: his ten children 
died. His faith was being tested and he got through, just. 
Though what a toll. Did the final blessings make up for the 
travails? His living came at a pretty hefty cost. What of 
the loss of life in the process?



Khaled Sabsabi
born 1965 Tripoli, Lebanon
works Sydney, New South Wales 

Guerilla
2014
acrylic, watercolour and gouache on colour photographs

Purchased through the Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2014� 2014/0069.a-gg

In 2006, Sabsabi was travelling to Beirut to exhibit his 
work with a local graffiti artist. When war broke out, 
he diverted to Berlin and joined street demonstrations 
against the conflict. After the airport re-opened, he made 
his way to Beirut in time to experience the last two days 
of troop withdrawal. The city was in pieces, including the 
gallery he was to show in. In shock, he took hundreds of 
spontaneous photos of the destruction that he then hand 
painted. ‘Was I collecting or documenting? I’m not sure. I 
see them being contemplative and ritualistic, almost like 
worry beads’. 



Redback Graphix
active 1979–94 in Sydney, Wollongong and Newcastle, 
New South Wales

UPK study
c1980–93
screen-print

Purchased 1993� 1993/0072

Redback Graphix were a collective of artists using 
screen-printing to make posters about issues of the day. 
Bright and bold, they were posted on the streets for 
maximum exposure. 



Redback Graphix
active 1979–94 in Sydney, Wollongong and Newcastle, 
New South Wales

Jazz
1984
screen-print and photographic screen-print

Purchased 1993� 1993/0069



Redback Graphix
active 1979–94 in Sydney, Wollongong and Newcastle, 
New South Wales

Eight hour day
1988
screen-print and photographic screen-print

Purchased 1993� 1993/0070



Darren Sylvester
born 1974 Sydney, New South Wales
works Melbourne, Victoria

Don’t Substitute a Life to Satisfy Mine
2007
digital print

Purchased through the Sir Claude Hotchin Art Foundation, 
The Art Gallery of Western Australia Foundation, 2007� 2007/0311



Niki de Saint Phalle
born 1930 Paris, France
worked United States of America, Spain, France 
died 2002 San Diego, United States of America 

Black Beauty (Nana Series)
1968
resins with synthetic polymer paint

Purchased 1982� 1982/00S2



Pat Brassington
born 1942 Hobart, Tasmania
works Hobart, Tasmania

Untitled
from the Cambridge road series
2007
pigment print

Purchased 2013� 2013/0045



Pat Brassington
born 1942 Hobart, Tasmania
works Hobart, Tasmania

Untitled
from the Cambridge road series
2007
pigment print

Purchased 2013� 2013/0046



Tommi Parrish
born 1989 Melbourne, Victoria
works Montreal, Canada 

I’m not a very good swimmer but I 
wouldn’t have let you drown (cover)
2014
gouache, watercolour and fine liner on paper

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2016� 2016/0100



Tommi Parrish
born 1989 Melbourne, Victoria
works Montreal, Canada 

I’m not a very good swimmer but I 
wouldn’t have let you drown 
2014
gouache, watercolour and fine liner

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2016� 2016/0099.a-b



Nusra Latif Qureshi
born 1973 Lahore, Pakistan
works Melbourne, Victoria

Medusa’s respite room
2017
acrylic and gouache on illustration board

Purchased 2018� 2018/0076



Tala Madani
born 1981 Tehran, Iran
works Los Angeles, United States of America 

Salesman
2014
oil on canvas

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2018� 2018/0052



Linda Marrinon
born 1959 Melbourne, Victoria
works Melbourne, Victoria

I’m lonely
1982
synthetic polymer paint on canvas

Purchased 2018� 2018/0045



Darren Sylvester
born 1974 Sydney, New South Wales
works Melbourne, Victoria

If all we have is each other, that’s okay
2003
Lambda print

Gift of John and Elaine Cruthers under the Cultural Gifts Program, 
The Art Gallery of Western Australia Foundation, 2019� 2019/0039



Anne Wallace
born 1970 Brisbane, Queensland
works Melbourne, Victoria

In retrospect
1994
oil on canvas

Purchased through The Art Gallery of Western Australia 
Foundation: TomorrowFund, 2022� 2022/0010



Left to right

Jan Senbergs
born 1939 Riga, Latvia
works Melbourne, Victoria 

Wittenoom I
1988
coloured pastel

Anonymous donor, 1989� 1989/0101

Wittenoom II
1988
oil stick (dark umber)

Anonymous donor, 1989� 1989/0102

...continued on next page



Blue angel of Wittenoom
1988
oil on canvas

Purchased 1989� 1989/0035

Wittenoom is an asbestos mining town in northern 
Western Australia. The deadly substance was mined from 
1943 until 1966, but people continued to live in the area 
and visit despite it being off limits. Thousands of miners, 
visitors and Aboriginal people in the area have died from 
contact with Wittenoom asbestos. WA poet John Mateer 
has pointed out that the angel in this painting is not based 
on an electrical tower but a Wandjani figure and signals 
Senbergs’s acknowledgment of the devastation of the 
mines on the landscape and other ways of non-capitalist/
non-extractive life happening nearby.

Wittenoom IV
1988
coloured pastel on synthetic polymer wash

Anonymous donor, 1989� 1989/0104

Mine site - Wittenoom
1988
coloured pastel

Anonymous donor, 1989� 1989/0105




