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—NSW FOCUS—

Revisiting landscape and 
identity with Anne Zahalka

In the early 1980s, Anne Zahalka broke onto the art scene with a 
series of subversive photomontages, ‘The Landscape Re-presented’ 
(1983–85). At a time when postmodernism was new to Australian 
art, Zahalka was busy reconstructing culturally iconic paintings 
(predominantly by the Australian impressionists and their ilk) to 
challenge dominant discourses surrounding Australian identity – 
particularly that part of Australianness bound up with the nature 
of our belonging to the landscape. Needless to say, reworking 
famous images has since become a mainstay of Zahalka’s now 
substantial artistic practice – a modus operandi which has lost 
none of its edge over time.

Almost 35 years on, and prompted by a major Tom Roberts 
exhibition at the National Gallery of Australia (shown over the 
summer of 2015–16), Zahalka has once again felt compelled to 
wrench Australian audiences from the outdated mythologising of 
local identity writ large in the work of the Australian impression-
ists. The result is ‘The Landscape Revisited’ – a new exhibition at 
Murray Art Museum Albury (MAMA) – which re-presents her 
earlier groundbreaking images alongside newly minted compan-
ion pieces.  

Hung salon-style on pale green walls, the curatorial design 
of ‘The Landscape Revisited’ is a conspicuous throwback to an 
era in which our federating nation was so intent on whitewashing 
its identity that it would enact the White Australia policy, and 
embed racial segregation in the various versions of the Aboriginal 
Protection Act. Against this literal backdrop, it is satisfying to 
revisit how thoroughly Zahalka first interrogated notions of 
Australian identity in the mid-1980s: in the standout work of 
‘The Landscape Re-presented’, she registered objections to the 
relentless masculinity of the Australian relationship to the bush 
by placing a female rider as the central figure in Tom Roberts’s 
A break away! (1891; Zahalka 1985). She broke what W. E. H. 
Stanner once dubbed ‘the great Australian silence’ in relation to 
the presence of Aboriginal peoples by placing Aboriginal figures 
into Hans Heysen’s The three gums (1915–20; Zahalka 1985), 
and by inserting a highway traffic jam through the middle of 
Sydney Long’s Midday (1896; Great Western Highway, 1983), she 
dislodged the peculiarly Australian obsession with the notion that 
encounters with ‘the bush’ have somehow shaped our predomi-
nantly urban identity.

As the daughter of Central European migrants who came 
to Australia as refugees after the Second World War, Zahalka 
naturally took exception to the intensely white Anglo-Saxon Prot-
estantism that the Australian impressionists depicted as going 
hand-in-hand with the landscape, while simultaneously feeling 
‘considerable responsibility’ for acknowledging our nation’s long-

standing multiculturalism. Hence she also dealt Anglo-centrism 
a destabilising blow by re-peopling Frederick McCubbin’s highly 
recognisable The pioneer (1904) with postwar migrants (The Im-
migrants #2, 1983).

Whereas Zahalka’s earlier works comprised photographic 
collages pasted onto commercial reproductions of Australian 
impressionist paintings and re-photographed to produce final im-
ages, in her new works she has opted for a straight photographic 
restaging of original paintings, using as a backdrop the forest and 
pastoral surrounds of Beechworth, North East Victoria. 

Zahalka’s new reworking of McCubbin’s painting Down 
on His Luck (1889) has resulted in one of the most memorable 
images of ‘The Landscape Revisited’. In it, she trades McCubbin’s 
archetypal Australian bushman for a figure whose ethnic origins 
and profession can only be guessed at by visual cues: the man’s 
beard and hat suggest he may be Jewish; his juggling balls hint 
curiously at the itinerant profession of circus performer. As in 
earlier works such as The Immigrants, Zahalka’s Down on His Luck 
(2017) challenges the notion that the non-Anglo migrant has 
never truly belonged in the Australian bush. Above all, Zahalka 
is historically justified in mounting such a challenge: for although 
the original of Down on His Luck draws the viewer to assume that 
its swagman is Anglo-Australian, in reality the man who modelled 
for McCubbin was the urban Jewish artist Louis Abrahams.

Despite having her sights set, for the most part at least, 
on the Australian impressionists, the most striking work of this 
exhibition is Zahalka’s take on Sidney Nolan’s iconic Ned Kelly 
(1946). In Outlawed! (2017), the Kelly figure has been reconfig-
ured as a young woman backwards-astride a horse, dressed in a 
burkini swimsuit with a biker face-protector under her hood. A 
red circular ‘banned’ symbol across her chest virtually doubles as 
a target, signifying her social status in Australian society: at best, a 
figure to be vilified as ‘fundamentalist’; at worst, to be stereotyped 
as ‘terrorist’. The image hangs an inescapable question over the 
notion of cultural tolerance in contemporary Australia.

Anne Zahalka has never been historically revisionist in the 
nebulous sense that would open her up to claims of ‘political 
correctness’. Three decades after her original series, Zahalka’s re-
population of the art of the Australian landscape with figures who 
were present all along – Aboriginal, multi-faith, multicultural, 
and equally gendered – is no less relevant. In doing so, she restores 
to Australian identity its true humanity and complexity, and at a 
time when it is needed more than ever before. 

‘Anne Zahalka: The Landscape Revisited’ is on display at Murray Art 
Museum Albury (MAMA) until 5 November 2017.

Jacqui Durrant, Albury
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Top:  
Anne Zahalka, Outlawed!, 2017, archival pigment ink print, 90 x 121cm; image courtesy the artist and ARC ONE Gallery, Melbourne 

Bottom:  
Anne Zahalka: The Landscape Revisited, exhibition install view, Murray Art Museum Albury (MAMA), 2017; photo: Anne Zahalka


