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A rose, a grid, a curving line: Denise Green takes simple things and explores their weight, finding density as well as 
possibility in their combination and repetition. After forty years of painting, she returns again and again to the 
expressive possibilities of paint, developing a repertoire of marks—a language, if you will—that, while specifically 
hers, remains meaningful to others. 

Green typically isolates objects against radically reduced backgrounds, seeking not to describe them so much as 
mine their archetypal resonance. This was the procedure she used for work included in the Whitney Museum’s 
generation-defining exhibition New Image Painting in 1978 and its legacy continues. In order to create work capable 
of encapsulating emotional states, Green aims for the essential ideas of the object rather than its painted description.

Green explored this subject at length in her 2005 book, Metonymy in Contemporary Art, where she combined art-
critical and philosophical approaches from European and non-Western traditions in an effort to understand painting 
as a fusion of inner states and outer form. Asked about the inspiration for the works on display here she admits that 
many are “accessing ugly feelings”, feelings signaled cryptically in titles, a few of which suggest family drama, the 
oldest kind there is. Whatever the personal or emotional sources for these works Green acknowledges only that she 
feels flustered when called to speak about them. Hence these paintings and works on paper, visual statements, as 
she has called them, inviting a visual response. 

In this exhibition Green returns to the rose motif which figured so prominently a few years ago in work prompted by 
her mother’s death. Rather than the forms of blossom and bloom however it’s the rose’s thorns she uses, dispersing 
them in positive and negative over a ground barely punctuated with the interstices of a residual grid. The thorn, a 
junction of two curved lines, becomes a halberd, a talon, occasionally but rarely a simple arc and nearly always a 
marker of menace. The rose stems mutate into dancing X’s which here, particularly in the paintings, assume the 
status of signature marks. 

Green’s palette for this exhibition reaches back further in her own history, drawing on some of her earliest 
experiences in New York, recalling in particular a momentous exhibition of Kandinsky at the Guggenheim which left 
her in tears at the scale of his achievement. Here her generally monochromatic preference acknowledges 
Kandinsky’s own striking combination of black and blue. A more recent inspiration was the Metropolitan Museum’s 
exhibition of drawings by Richard Serra which, in Green’s words, “gave weight” to her directness in refiguring the 
thorn’s curve as a densely black, triangular “beak”, seen here in Memorial Day [Sydney], Scene to be Seen and 
Sketch for a Painting. 

Two works on paper from 1978, Study #4 [For All and None] and For All and None [Blue Grid], hint at the continuity 
and change within her practice. The cross stitching that alternately marks up the surface and holds it together in 
these early works is transformed into the curved web of the later Scaffolding pieces where the rose’s stem, denuded 
of barbs, becomes a gestural arc. Those emotional states accessed by Green’s work aren’t reducible to words. 
While their titles can suggest dramatic conflict, in the flesh it’s a painter’s resilience they embody. 
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WH I S T L I N G  WI N D S  F O R MO N D R I A N  (2011)
Acrylic and powder pigment on canvas

203 x 306 cm
$60,000



F A M I L Y  FE U D (2010)
Acrylic on canvas

182 x 203 cm
$37,000



F I G U R E S  I N  A  FE U D,  RE C R E A T E D  (2010)
Acrylic on canvas

182 x 203 cm
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LI V I N G I N  T H E  S H A D O W (2011)
Acrylic on canvas

157 x 229 cm
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EN V Y  I S  E N V Y  (2010)
Acrylic on canvas

182 x 182 cm
$33,000



FA M I L Y  [C O B A L T  GR E E N ]  (2010)
Acrylic on canvas

164 x 164 cm
$27,000



VI P E R (2010)
Charcoal on paper

32 x 35 cm
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TH E PO S S E S S E D  [JE]  (2010)
Charcoal and crayon on paper
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ME M O R I A L  DA Y  [SY D N E Y ]  (2011)
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56 x 76 cm
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S C E N E  T O  B E  S E E N (2011)
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ST U D Y  #4  [FO R AL L  A N D  NO N E ]  (1978)
Wax crayon and pastel on paper
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FO R AL L  A N D  NO N E  [B L U E  G R I D ]  (1978)
Wax crayon and pastel on paper
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Charcoal on paper
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MA L E V O L E N C E  (2010)
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TR E E S (2011)
Charcoal, crayon, pencil and watercolour on paper

32 x 35 cm
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S C A F F O L D I N G W I T H  PE N C I L  (2011)
Charcoal and pencil on paper

32 x 35 cm
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UN -M O N D R I A N  (2011)
Charcoal, crayon, paint stick and pencil on paper
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L A Y E R S  (2011)
Charcoal and crayon on paper
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AM Y  (2006)
Etching, Edition 7

36 x 28 cm
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BR E N D A (2006)
Etching, Edition 10

28 x 36 cm
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KA T E  (2006)
Etching, Edition 15

36 x 28 cm
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P A U L  (2006)
Etching, Edition 10

36 x 28 cm
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