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Previewed on the cover of last month’s issue, CJ Taylor’s 
exhibition even, still continues at Helen Gory Galerie (until 10 
May). A lecturer in photography and new media at the South 
Australian School of Art, Architecture and Design, Taylor was 
recently awarded the Inaugural Adelaide Park Lands Art Prize 
(2014) for his work Denim (Pasha of the Park Lands) (2013).



�
CJ Taylor, Still Life With Possum, Mussels and New Holland Honeyeater (detail) 2012, 

acrylic-glass fused pigment print, (ed. 5) 57 x 75 cm. 
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7D\ORU�FRPPHQFHG�WKLV�RQJRLQJ�VHULHV�RI�VWLOO�OLIH�ZRUNV�LQ�������LQÀXHQFHG�E\�
the paintings of artist Pieter Claesz (c.1597-1660), an important exponent of 
the ontbijt or ‘dinner piece’ during the Dutch Golden Age. “It can be summed up 
in the title of a wonderful book called The Rhetoric of Perspective [Realism and 
Illusionism in Seventeenth-Century Dutch Still-Life Painting (2006) by Hanneke 
Grootenboer. For me it’s literally that, a visual conversation that rapidly 
descends into an argument about what it means to be a human being on the 
face of this planet. These paintings that we’ve come to know as ‘photo-realistic’ 
are anything but realistic (or photographic for that matter). They’re a wonderful 
evocation of realism, but with all the tricks and showmanship of a magician’s 
act”, Taylor contends. “My adopted rhetoric of Flemish perspective and symbols 
ÀLFNV�WKH�YLHZHU¶V�SHUFHSWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�NQRZQ�DQG�XQNQRZQ�ODZV�RI�SK\VLFV��
7KLV�µÀLS�ÀRSSLQJ¶�EHWZHHQ�ZKDW�ORRNV�UHDO�DQG�ZKDW�GRHV�QRW�XQVHWWOHV�ERWK�
ideas. In a contemporary photographic sense I see [these works] extending 
the visual conversation happening in the still life tableaux of [Australian 
photographers] Robyn Stacey and Marian Drew, among others”. 

Each photography session is carefully planned months in advance in order 
to source props, decide on the produce to be used, and paint the forms. The 
completed works are then fused to acrylic glass so as to become less like a 
framed photograph and more like a 3D object. “Every tableau is just that, an 
arrangement in camera for the camera. Nothing is inserted after the event. They 
are, in effect, theatrical sets constructed to conform with that rhetoric of painterly 
perspective, and as such take an eon to get right. Everything must be built up 
to play to the visual distortions of the lens, camera and tricks of painting they’re 
alluding to. The shooting can be a bit gruelling and long (up to sixteen hours), 
particularly if fresh food is involved; although I do get to eat well”, quips Taylor. 

There is, however, a pronounced (and wilful) kink in these meticulously contrived 
GLVSOD\V�RI�GRPHVWLF�DEXQGDQFH�DQG�UH¿QHPHQW��+LJK�GHQVLW\�IRDP�ERGLHV��PRUH�
usually used in taxidermy work, crash into the frame in all their disconcerting and 
visually jarring glory. “These lovely, chemically smelly, amorphous polyurethane 
shapes (wax-coated for protection from their intended hosts’ chemically 
enhanced pelts) suggest the fully-formed whole, the ‘real’ animal. The forms 
are simulacra in search of their own unique place in the world, awaiting an 
DUUDQJHPHQW�EH¿WWLQJ�WKHLU�XQQDWXUDO�VWDWH��7KH\�SUHVHQW�DV�µJKRVWV¶��DQ�DUWL¿FH�
of nature. Despite this they are themselves boldly seeking a new place in a 
UHFRQ¿JXUHG�ZRUOG��4XLWH�KHURLF�UHDOO\�«´��7D\ORU�UHPDUNV��³:KHQ�,�ORRN�DW�D�
seventeenth century Dutch still life painting of a breakfast setting what I see is 
DW�RQFH�DHVWKHWLFDOO\�EHDXWLIXO��EXW�LV�DOVR�OLNHO\�WR�FRQWDLQ�D�\HOORZ�ÀXRUHVFHQW�
possum scrambling up the table. In many ways the work is about the slippage of 
meaning. When I reconstruct the works in my mind’s eye it’s only then I can take 
WKH�WLPH�WR�GHFRQVWUXFW�H[DFWO\�ZKDW�KDV�SOD\HG�RXW�DW�¿UVW�JODQFH´�
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In subverting this artistic paradigm, Taylor alludes to a number of native 
VSHFLHV�DQG�ÀRUDO�HPEOHPV��JURXQGLQJ�WKHP�¿UPO\�LQ�WKH�$XVWUDOLDQ�YHUQDFXODU��
Taylor lives in a rural area on the Fleurieu Peninsula in South Australia, 
which perhaps informs the more subtle references to sustainability, land 
management, threatened species, and environmental issues discernable within 
his work. “There’s a space where the city butts up against the country resulting 
in an irreconcilable clash. This overlapping state where the natural meets 
the man-made is inherently dysfunctional and always will be, like a war zone 
without a war, but it’s one that throws up so many possibilities for re-imaging 
our relationship with the natural world. It’s quite a violent place in an oddly 
quiet way. You need to be respectfully cautious to navigate each day”. 

Human attempts to dominate and impose order on an unruly and uncooperative 
natural world, to control and shape it to our will, have been revealed as ultimately 
futile in many instances. In contemporising a somewhat moribund European 
painting tradition, Taylor engages with this uneasy and contested space, “My 
work is centred on notions of disquiet captured within, and potentially caused by, 
photography. My initial impulse was to create beautiful works that reinfuse the 
visual with meaning through a form of emotive thinking ... Still life painting has 
become clichéd in a sense, in that we absorb the visual tropes over time without 
actually thinking about them too much. But they are still relevant and beautiful 
FHOHEUDWLRQV�RI�RXU�H[LVWHQFH�ZUDSSHG�XS�LQ�WKH�SDUDGR[�RI�D�¿QLWH�FRQVXPSWLRQ�
QRW�HQYLVDJHG�ZKHQ�WKH\�ZHUH�FUHDWHG��,W¶V�WKDW�SDUDGR[�WKDW�,�¿QG�LV�DW�WKH�FUX[�
of everything. Without a death there is no beauty, and that’s as it should be”. 

Apparently, there are further layers of bewilderment associated with his works 
WKDW�7D\ORU�GLG�QRW�LQWHQG��³0DQ\�SHRSOH�ZKR�VHH�WKH�ZRUN�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�WKLQN�
they are photographs of paintings, photographs of photographs, or simply photo-
UHDOLVW�SDLQWLQJV�IXOO�VWRS´��5DWKHU�WKDQ�¿QGLQJ�WKLV�IUXVWUDWLQJ��WKH�GLVFRQQHFW�DQG�
ambiguity is in keeping with Taylor’s philosophy about photography, both as an 
art form, and as an applied process. “In the eyes of most people, photography is 
inextricably linked with the truth, but the truth couldn’t be farther from itself in this 
instance. Photography is a construct. The visual interpretation of time through 
a machine at the whim of our interventions. Photography has less to do with 
truth than any other visual medium. It fractures time, and yet it is the only true 
measure of time. And that hurts my brain, and hopefully other peoples’ too!” 

Taylor will participate in the group exhibition Moriendo Renascor: 19th Century 
Photography Techniques in Contemporary Context (20 May-27 June 2014) curated 
by Amalia Ranisau at the South Australian School of Art (SASA) Gallery, K3-27 
Kaurna Building, City West Campus, University of South Australia - unisa.edu.au 

• Helen Gory Galerie, 108-110 Gertrude Street, Fitzroy - helengory.com
• Artist site - cjtaylorworks.com


