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You’re just as likely to  
see Thom Buchanan’s art 
taking shape on a stage 
as hanging in a gallery. 
Fresh from preparing for 
his current exhibition at Hill 
Smith Gallery, he talks to us 
about his fascination with 
mark making.

WORDS SKY HARRISON   
PHOTOS MIKE SMITH

How would you describe yourself 
as an artist? I’m a cross-disciplinary 
artist. I’m interested in music, film, 

performance, that’s the hybrid but my main 
love is painting. I’m obsessed with the 2D 
image, with light and surfaces, and how light 
hits surfaces in the built environment. There’s a 
sinister element and a beauty at the same time. 
My work, it’s talking about the environment, 
about the landscape, about the memoir of the 
space. It’s also talking about where all this 
stuff comes from – all the metal and bricks, 
they come from the earth, we forget about 
that when we start building. I think I set up 
questions more than answers, though. And the 
viewers are always going to bring their own 
context, history and baggage when they look 
at something anyway, so I don’t try to force-
feed people. 
Art is subjective, obviously. What you see 
and I see are going to be different things. 
Yes, that’s the most poignant thing about 
art. I don’t try to force my concepts or my 
conceptual development down people’s 
throats. My work talks about the environment, 
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it’s a subtle commentary, on that we have to  
be careful with what we do. I was looking 
at some photos from when I was in Doubtful 
Sound, New Zealand, of this ship that’s tiny 
against this mountain, and it grounded me to 
think that I’m just a small skerrick of something 
on Earth; the ego and self might be very big 
but we’re only this little microcosm and there  
is no prescribed life. 
Tell us about how you work when you’re 
painting? I go into that mantra of thought, 
put my headphones on, just remove myself 
from the exoskeleton of the everyday. I like 
experimenting with negative spaces – your 
brain can fill in a lot of the information, so I’m 
interested in how much I need to put on the 
canvas to trigger what I want the viewer to see. I 
work on multiple works as oil paint needs time to 
dry. If I’m working on a suite of works, it builds 
up a vocabulary and dialogue between them.
You perform your work, creating large-scale 
works at events or recording your process 
so that people can watch it unfold. How did 
that come about? I started doing performative 
works with mates that DJ and bands. I wanted 

“The slippages 
and the human 
error create 
something really 
intriguing.”
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“I like the analogy of hip-
hop sampling… I sample from 
the world, I replicate that 
as a decoy on a canvas, and 
then it does its thing; I put 
more stuff on, take stuff off, 
thinking “How much information 
does the viewer need?”

SEE 
THOM’S 
ARTWORK 
Use the free 

viewa app to 

scan this page 

to see Thom’s 

work from 

Recapitulate.
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that’s where I look at if I’m collaborating. I want 
to push my own barriers and  take myself out 
of my comfort zone. Ultimately, even if it’s not 
going to work, it’s going to trigger something 
interesting anyway, and that could be a 
beautiful fork in the road that’s going to take 
you down a path you wouldn’t have gone down 
and that’s kind of fascinating. 
A beautiful mistake? Yeah! Slippages. I 
take that into my painting and drawing. The 
slippages and the human error create something 
really intriguing… we’re so controlled by 
computers and stuff in this day and age and 
everything has to be perfect. I’m about human 
error because I’m about imperfection. No one’s 
perfect and I like that. I mean, I’m a perfectionist, 
don’t get me wrong, but I’m also about being 
human as well and embracing that. 
Well you can be a perfectionist about 
allowing imperfections to come through. Is 
that something you’ve always been good 
at or is that something you’ve had to learn 
as you’ve grown as an artist? I used to paint 
realism but it was photographic seizure. I was 
trying to get the light, I was trying to get the 
atmosphere, I was trying to get it looking real, 
basically, whereas my new work… I’m still 

around Lake Burley Griffin, where there 
were around 150,000 people. So they saw 
me deconstruct and reconstruct a drawing, 
which was amazing. The starting point was 
the landscape and I tried to push it as far as I 
could to end up with something else, then the 
fireworks went off for 45 minutes and I felt that 
that was for me! [laughs] And it’s nice to have 
those rockstar moments, they took care of me. 
It’s a strange thing for an artist to say. 
Do you get nervous when you’re performing? 
When I do my live work, it’s excitement. 
When I’m drawing live, my back is turned 
to everyone, so all I have to do is process… 
though you get heckled and that’s alright. 
What do they call out? “I can draw better 
than you.” That’s cool, though. But at the  
end, once they’ve seen me work it, the erasure 
and then putting more back on and erasing 
and putting paint on, they’re going, “There  
is some method to his madness.” They see  
I’m searching for that process of 
deconstruction and reconstruction to find 
harmony or balance. 
Would you say that’s the theme of 
your process, that deconconstruction/
reconstruction? There’s definitely elements of 

that’s why people like it. It engulfs me, to try 
to produce the best work. It’s about reflection. 
I made a body of work for a studio last year, I 
wasn’t completely happy with it. I finally looked 
at it a few weeks ago and there’s three or four 
works in there that sing to me. So it’s about 
time and coming back to it with fresh eyes. 
You learn more from your mistakes than your 
successes. That’s the testament to your tenacity 
or your gumption, to understand that. 
I’m interested in the differences between you 
doing something on your own in the studio 
compared to what it’s like performing as an 
artist. What do you get out of the different 
processes? I think my studio work is more like 
group therapy for myself – I have the luxury 
of locking myself in the studio and making 
work, which is a beautiful thing. It gives me 
time to think – maybe overthink sometimes 
– but time to think and process. Some of my 
paintings take months to come together, and 
it’s a juggling act, like it’s a tough gig to try to 
make a living off of art. I wish I could be 24/7 
in my studio but it’s physically impossible. 
Doing live stuff, it’s another format. It’s more 
raw and honest because you have to think on 
your feet and I love that. You have to make 
1,000 decisions before you make that one 
perfect mark, so it’s that search. In some ways, 
my work distills memories and marks, so it kind 
of resolves that. With the performative works, 
they’re more about taking them to people. And 
painting is a static thing, you see a finished 
product, whereas the live stuff is about process. 
I’m interested in all the stuff between getting 
from point A to point Z, to get to the finished 
product. That’s why I started making videos, it 
was to document how I got from a white piece 
of paper to the finished piece.
You took part in the Australian Network for 
Art and Technology sleep study with four 
other artists last year. Tell us about that. We 
were locked away for a week to see if creativity 
stopped when you were sleep deprived. That 
was discombobulatingly strange, amazing, 
brilliant, and we all became best friends. It 

was like Big Brother. You’re in this tiny room, with 
just a walkway between our rooms and a kitchen. 
We had routine tests every hour and a half, so 
I’d be in the flow of making art and then there’d 
be a cognitive test. We’d have our brainwaves 
measured when we slept and they’d change 
our sleeping patterns. I started trying to make 
portholes of spaces. There were no windows, so 
it was always twilight and they pumped white 
noise in so you couldn’t hear the outside. 
What motivated you to do it? I’m really 
interested in the extreme. Performing on stage 
at Her Majesty’s Theatre for Worldhood – for a 
drawer, that’s extreme. Doing the sleep study 
– extreme. I did it to see what would happen. 
Would that create a new body of work? Would 
it make me question myself as a human if I’m 
removed from my environment? Canberra, 
same thing – taking the risk to put yourself out 
there, to see if you’ll fail. Which is poignant 
and I think not enough peope do that. I’m not 
saying all of us have to do that, it’s a good 
thing for me, and it’s proof of life, as well. 
When you go to the edge in whatever way, 
what do you bring back? Knowing that’s there’s 
no limit, you can achieve anything you want, 
and not to doubt yourself. 
Which is one of the hardest things as an 
artist, isn’t it? The thing is, with this show 
coming up [at Hill Smith Gallery], because 
I haven’t had much sleep, I’ve been on a 
rollercoaster. Some days I’d walk into my studio 
and go, “This is a pile of shit, why am I doing 
this?” and the next day I’d think, “Man, this is 
the best work I’ve ever produced.” So that kind 
of mental gymnastics is strange. 
How do you handle that rollercoaster? It’s 
a struggle, sometimes. There is a beautiful 
dichotomy of being an artist, it’s feast and 
famine, and there’s all the psychological 
spaces that you go through to create. For 
my latest exhibition, juggling working and 
painting, it has been a hard show to produce. 
I paint late at night where I can just turn off my 
phone and no one’s going to bother me. But it 
also creates broken sleep, as well. 

When was the first moment you had as an 
artist when you felt you’d made it? I think 
as an artist, I always wanted to sprint ahead. 
Now I want longevity in my practice. It’s like a 
marathon. So there’s never been one specific 
thing, it’s threads interlocking, branching out to 
different things. One thing leads onto the next. 
Then you might have a huge silent period but 
you still have to be in that rigour and develop 
something new, push through that. It has been 
great working here [at the University of SA], 
‘cos I see all the students going through all the 
same things I go through, so it’s universal, it’s  
a human trait. 
What’s it like when you don’t know what 
you’re going to do next? How do you deal 
with that? I’ve got a great tribe of friends and 
family. I don’t really value material possessions, 
I don’t own a car, I don’t own a house – I don’t 
need those things to facilitate me as a human. 
I want to attain happiness, and there’s more in 
enlightment than a material possession. The 
irony is that I create for people to buy, so it’s 
an interesting dichotomy. But ultimately it’s 
pretty simple: try to paint nearly every day. You 
can’t wait for inspiration, you also can’t force 
it. Some days you’re just not touched by divine 
intervention or the ether or whatever’s not 
singing to you. Some days you have to push 
through that threshold. 
So what is your idea of happiness? A surf 
break and a studio, my beautiful girl, a dog, a 
veggie garden, friends and family… I’ve come 
to the conclusion that I’ll never be a wealthy 
artist but I’ll be a happy artist. ³ 

You can see Thom’s work at Built Constructs 
at Adelaide Town Hall until 30 January. In 
February, Thom will be taking part in do it 
(Adelaide) at the Samstag Museum – the next 
phase of the worldwide, 20-year exhibition 
that began in Paris in 1993. 
facebook.com/ThomBuchananArt 

“as an artist I always wanted to sprint ahead. now I want 
longevity in my practice. It’s like a marathon.”

through that. Whereas if I leave a mark on a 
page, even if I erase it, it’s still going to have 
that scar, that memory, the impact of the mark. 
It was a really interesting project to work on 
and to meet the dancers. I think my practise… 
I’m always going to be a painter and drawer 
but where I’m really intrigued is, even if they 
don’t work, I’m interested in that meshing of 
ideas and different platforms or layers of artists. 
With the dancers, the way they put themselves 
through the routines, they push themselves, 
through their physicality, and in some ways 

trying to work out what it’s trying to say but I 
think it’s looking at environments and space 
and light and breaking down those qualities.  
And from there you’ve done many more 
performative and collaborative works. [In 
2013, Thom created the backdrop for use in 
State Theatre’s The Kreutzer Sonato, performed 
with the Canberra Symphony Orchestra for 
the Centennary of Canberra and took part in 
the Rise Festival in Christchurch]. In Canberra 
there were around 40,000 people in front of 
the stage and it was projected on a screen 

that. I like the analogy of hip-hop sampling. 
That’s kind of what I do, I sample from the 
world, I replicate that as a decoy on a canvas 
or whatever I’m using as a medium, and then it 
does its thing; I put more stuff on, take stuff off, 
thinking “How much information does the  
viewer need? Am I painting this for the viewer  
or myself?” 
So who are you painting for? Most of the stuff 
I do, I feel captivates and encapsulates me; 
it’s for me but I’m aware of the audience and 
also I aim to plant seeds of hope, and I think 

to take art to my peers who were intimidated by 
the elitism of art. I started at the Rhino Room, 
that was the catalyst to my practice – I had my 
first exhibition there and I used to draw with 
mates there. I started off doing the performance 
stuff as documentation, then I took it into my 
studio and tried to make a work out of them 
as well, to extend that process. So it’s kind of 
voyeuristic, where you’ve got someone watching 
you over your shoulder, whether it’s a live 
audience or a video camera. 
One of your first major performative works 
was Detour, a time-lapse film of you working 
on an artwork, and that led to Worldhood 
with the Australian Dance Theatre. How 
did that happen? Well now anybody can do 
time-lapse on their phone but back then I had 
to hire cameras and an editor to help me. 
Detour is on YouTube and someone passed it 
onto Garry Stewart at ADT, and that got me in 
conversation with him. So in 2011, I got to work 
with them, with trying to align the idea of mark 
making and me leaving a scar or memory of a 
mark on a surface with the idea that a dancer 
leaves an ephemeral mark travelling through 
space and though it stays in your residual 
recall, in your cerebral cortex, you traverse 

“…plucking my organic veggies out of my garden and whipping up something 
seductively divine for dinner.” Vicki Matchett, Matchett Productions


