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Then [Proteus] the wily seer
Changed into every kind of wondrous shape,
Of fire and fearful beast and running stream.

– Virgil, The Georgics, Book IV, trans. K. R. MacKenzie 
(London: Folio Society, 1969), lines 467–468.

At the heart of Judy Millar’s practice is the 
remaking of painting as a transformative 
possibility. This ambition for the practice runs 
against the tide of declarative or determinative 
methodologies and understandings that 
have come to characterise and, in that way, 
restrict the essential possibilities of painting. 
It has become too fixed, too framed, too 
much a mode of projected requirements 
or behaviours – both of production and 
consumption. In an insouciant eagerness to 
apprehend, to hold or to own what this or 
that painting is or does, painting as creative 
activity and painting as an outcome of that 
activity are equally fettered by a particularised 
and predetermined suite of sociocultural 
signs and discrete, containable attributes. 
Of course painting is a socially occasioned 
undertaking but it is as if we have willingly 
become the prisoners sequestered in Plato’s 
cave, able only to apprehend a removed and 
significantly reduced cast of shadows that 
we mistake for the potential that painting 
has, profoundly and irrevocably, to confound 
and move us.

Arising from Millar’s scrupulous, expansive 
and embodied dedication to painting as 
a mode of enquiry is a significantly more 
complex and more defiant aspiration and 
opportunity than the pall of immediate 
intellectual recognition, ready emotional 
alignment or discrete phenomenological 
experience. The paintings invite us to 
wonderment: not to the means of their 
creation, though her technique is honed in an 
unblinking attention to material and structure; 
not to their pictorial sophistication, though 
her dazzling compositional richness readily 
excites and stimulates; not to their historical 
resonance, though her deep understanding 
of the interplay of the craft and the meaning 
of painting and paintings is comprehensive; 
not, even, to their immediate resonances of 
encounter, though she generously rewards 
any audience. Rather, in beckoning to 
encounters that lie beyond the physical and 

inhabited, in affording a conduit from this 
bounded experience to one beyond the sleep 
induced by reason, the practice encourages 
and enables us to return to an inherent and 
fundamentally identifying human capacity 
for wonder.

The weaving together of material, physical, 
visual, imaginative and spiritual possibilities 
is both essential to and a pertinent outcome 
of Millar’s appreciation of paint and how 
its potentialities align with the practice’s 
aspirations. The gestures (fluid, serpentine, 
calligraphic, explosive; energies, dynamics, 
soundings, quanta) both arise out of and 
capture the fundamentally protean nature 
of paint as a medium. Despite the range 
and quality of the paints she uses and the 
virtuoso manner in which she uses them, 
Millar frequently likens her life’s work to 
playing with coloured mud. She delights 
and finds constant wonder in both what is 
possible and what recognition of the pursuit 
of that possibility ignites – the simple but 
ineffable magic of Francisco Goya’s blobs 
of yellow transformed into gold buttons, 
for example, or the extraordinary spatial 
dynamics arising from the precise relation 
of hue and stretching of colour in Barnett 
Newman’s Uriel (1955). Wonder met with 
joy and awe, laughter and screaming 
transporting us beyond a measured and 
measurable place.

Millar’s tactility is an oft-repeated focus 
for discussion of her practice; the partial 
abandonment of traditional painter’s 
tools in favour of more prosaic means of 
applying or removing paint, including the 
unadorned directness of using her hands 
without intermediary instrument. At the 
same time, her transposition of gesture 
in and out of reprographic technologies 
reveals a willingness to counter simplistic 
assumptions as to a relationship of painter 
to craft. When she does work with her body, 
the practice evidences an avowed sensual 
intimacy. The variable viscosities of different 
paints, the feel of the substrate, the pressure 
and weight of her hands slick with emulsion 
or dragging rag, squeegee or brush across 
the gessoed canvases unstretched and on 
the ground all point to a comprehensive 
responsiveness to materiality. Indeed, all 
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redefined by its relationship to surrounding 
beings and things. This gets closer to 
Millar’s practice but not, I think, its plurality. 
I want in the last section of this essay to 
come back to a more radical transformative 
relationality that she aspires to; enough at 
this moment to offer the following by way 
of analogy and way finder: birdsong. We 
can recognise that the singing is both self-
contained and communicative (to individuals 
or as a group); relational but not an activity 
of consciousness or at least not a rational 
consciousness. For the songbird there is no 
gap between what and how it sings. What 
if we were to listen differently – beyond the 
solo song, past the pair or group multi-voice 
chorus? What if, in listening thus, we arrive 
back at a different form of nothingness, 
where song is neither in-itself nor for-itself 
but part of a larger, verdant, ineffable whole, 
a radical synthesis of what and how (and 
who, where, when) we arrive at an expanded 
inhabiting of consciousness. Not song, not 
chorus, but a massed vocal murmuring? 
What if the affordance of Millar’s painting is 
like this type of vitalist birdsong, which is to 
say that the transformation she offers is a 
universal synthesis of consciousness?

To strike a chord of painting as a 
transformative possibility draws Millar, her 
practice, us and our practices into a way of 
identifying a ceaseless, fluid cosmology of 
affect and outcome and affect and outcome. 
To speak of remaking painting reinforces 
and accentuates the challenge and demand 
for her and us. In this exhibition, her first 
with Michael Lett gallery, it is made within 
the context of the sweetly simple title: Here 
You Are. Here you are: at once a salutation 
accompanying an offering or gift, and a 
verifying statement of positionality and 
existence in seemingly particular time 
and space. In either case, a generous and 
playful articulation that draws attention to 
the opportunity to join this enquiry of what 
being human and being present might entail 
and what it might enable. Only, loaded 
within this seemingly innocent phrase is 
the persistent reverberation of a suite of 
intersecting uncertainties or alternative 
possibilities: where is here; who is you; how 
is are? It’s the sort of reverse echo that Colin 
McCahon registered in the shadowy black-
on-black text of Victory over death 2 (1970) – 
the questioning, unravelling “AM” preceding 
Christ’s illuminated declaration “I AM”. 

Are you Here you are.

the elements are mutable, none are solid, 
including the canvas, where she can feel 
every rise or bump and where it gives under 
the shifting load of her body and gestures. 
The practice is unmistakably wrought by an 
almost primal creative impetus of reaching 
out and touching a material surface in order 
to arrive at experiential and imaginative 
reaches beyond that physical limit.

While there is sustained and boundless 
inventive and imaginative possibility arising 
from something as seemingly prosaic as 
pigment in binder on a surface and while her 
method might appear expansive and action 
based, Millar is wary of two contrasting 
creative states of being, both of which 
betray an identified subjectivity. First, she 
repudiates will or at least recognises that 
when her will is involved then it’s likely she’s 
in trouble. Central to this wariness is the 
apprehension that to predetermine a painting 
is to blinker herself to its emergent qualities; 
to render the painting illustrative of a known 
idea rather that the embodiment of ideas as 
active thinking. Second, she is suspicious 
of completely open-ended creative freedom 
and questions the inherently limited or self-
limiting forms this results in. Instead, she 
maintains that a proposition, a problem to 
solve, is essential to the formulation of the 
artistic project; the aspiration merely to 
express the self is doomed to solipsistic 
myopia. 

Both of these states elevate an uncritical 
sense of a unified self and in this respect 
are utterly contrary to Millar’s approach 
to practice. Both are self-contained 
(being-in-itself), which connotes a lack 
of consciousness and an absence of 
meaningful relationality. To expand on this, 
freedom and choice are rendered illusory in 
that these types of will- and freedom-based 
approaches are contained or delimited 
by external factors, including how we are 
schooled in thoughts and actions rather 
than how we might seek to transform those 
through artistic engagement. To some 
extent, this is a persistent if ironic inflection 
in Millar’s practice, requesting audiences set 
aside prejudices with respect to a particular 
visual language and the performative events 
that occasion it. In essence, she offers for 
us to look beyond or, rather, through the 
pictorial gesture, past or, rather, over a 
unified subject (she or we); offers for us a 
similar degree of transformative possibility 
that aligns with and can be stimulated by her 
aspiration for painting.

This reflects how powerfully relational Millar’s 
practice is. We might see this as reflecting 
being-for-itself with its characterisation as 
self-aware consciousness that is continually 
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Stirred by [Orpheus’] singing, from the 
depths they came,
The unsubstantial shadows of the dead,
As many as the birds that throng the trees,
When wintry showers drive them form the 
hills.

– Virgil, The Georgics, Book IV, lines 500–503.  

Towards the end of 2022 a marked 
development occurred in Millar’s practice, 
one that continues to inform her painting. 
I was fortunate enough to see some early 
works from this shift on a clear day between 
the calamitous impact of the Anniversary 
Weekend 2023 storm and Tāmaki Makaurau’s 
subsequent battering by Cyclone Gabrielle. 
Together we had walked part of the Hillary 
Trail to witness the consequences and 
terrifying awesome power of a landslide 
that seemed to have unscrewed the lip of 
the ridge, the scars of the thread’s root and 
crest still visible, before the weight loosed 
by that spiral careened the length of the 
bush-clad valley as a roaring Behemoth of 
mud and clay. Remember, Millar had lived 
through the tempest.

While the unstretched paintings she showed 
me back at the studio that day preceded the 
storm, one could be forgiven for bringing 
into the space and as accompaniment 
the visceral proof of nature’s sublime 
uncontrolled authority. They were 
unexpected, confronting, undoing. She had 
been painting over swirling compositions 
with thick impasto gestures for several 
years but something had shifted, something 
revealed, something that reached past those 
previous gestures as if calling forth as much 
as laying over. 

There followed an extended period of quiet, 
a lot of physical reappraisal, emotional 
recalibration, spiritual reckoning. A lot of 
rethinking. Not analysing something that had 
been changed by externalities but coming 
to terms with something that seemed as 
though there were an emanation from some 
alternate interiority. So much of Millar’s work 
hitherto was concerned with relationships 
between elements in the compositions that 
did not form or, rather, had not formed into 
representation. And while her work is not 
straightforwardly abstract it is certainly not 
characterised by any obviously figurative 
elements. Here, then, in the studio on a 
rock above a beach after a catastrophe, 
were canvases in which denser gestures on 
a ground of interlacing movement and play 
with presence and absence, motion and void 
had altered palpably and dramatically. They 
were elongated and connected gestures, 
comparatively stilled, all dark, less disruptive 
or intervening in the compositional field 

but, while not precisely foreboding, were 
not neutral and certainly not benign. Here, 
it seemed, were not figures but something 
on the verge of figuration, tall forms that at 
once seemed to detach themselves from 
the seething backgrounds and stand apart 
whilst maintaining connection (psychic? 
emotional? material?) – even saying 
“themselves” imbues a degree of strange, 
perhaps mystical, charge. 

How akin were these forms to, say, the 
surrounding figures in Jackson Pollock’s 
Guardians of the Secret (1943); to nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century Aboriginal bark 
paintings of Namarrkon, the Lightning Sprit; 
to Leon Battista Alberti’s “barrier figure” 
type described in De Pictura (1435); (though 
not paintings) to Moriori rākau momori; 
how much did they connect with a generic 
sense of anthropomorphic or therianthropic 
forms in parietal art spanning different eras 
and places? One element that, for me, 
linked these other works in this immediate 
engagement with Millar’s new paintings was 
a sense of guardianship: not a posture of 
outright refusal but of protection, of vigilance, 
of checking, of permission required, possibly 
dues to be paid. Sentinels like Charon, 
maybe, the toll collector and ferryman at the 
fluvial boundary of world and underworld 
and floating with him the reminder of Millar’s 
persistent return to painterly realisations and 
suggestions of experiencing the in-between.

When time came for speech, it was 
stuttering. Searching for a term that I might 
use to describe what I felt I was experiencing 
that remained open to the possibilities 
of what I felt I was experiencing, the 
maintenance of a vigilant contingency. What 
I do recall was being excited but very, very 
unsure. Initially pushed back, then walking 
around, advancing, retreating, crouching 
down, sitting, even trying to look not at the 
paintings but around them or maybe through 
them. In the end alighting on “presences” 
as a sort of hovering, in-between way to 
describe not so much what I saw but how 
this shared element of the paintings felt: 
chimeric, smoky, almost-distinct-verging-
on-formless.

What was and remains apparent is that these 
paintings of 2022 and early 2023 arose as 
part of the setting of a new compositional 
problem or challenge, though still early in 
its development. This reflects the abiding 
character of Millar’s continual investigation, 
and how this is fuelled by creating new 
demands to be materially interrogated, 
new propositions that shift (again) any 
increasingly comfortable boundaries of 
her practice. Pollock returned as a useful 
interlocutor after we’d stepped out of the 
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studio, but we jumped over or around his 
classic phase to paintings such as his 
figurative cut-outs of 1948–50 or The Deep 
(1953). These later works of his similarly 
commence an investigation of a new 
painterly problem beyond expressive action. 
Without that new impetus or spur, a practice 
ends up stranded, recognising the need to 
resist the reductiveness of a series of self-
contained aesthetic decisions but refusing, 
too, the lure of continued action for its own 
sake.

To be clear, the presences and what they 
have become did not, do not introduce 
figuration into Millar’s practice. Again, the 
invitation is to look past what it is we believe 
we see to how these compositional elements 
effect transformation. The description given 
here is of the remembered experience 
of something unfamiliar, something 
unanticipated and unknown. But it’s also a 
description of trust – trust in the process, 
trust in the practice, trust in sharing what 
remains uncertain. ‘Presence’, then, is not 
just a stumbling nomenclature applied to 
this particular innovation, it is a signal of 
what it takes, what is required truly, truly 
to engage with painting practice, with this 
painter’s practice. To be wholly present is to 
allow the paintings to wash over you, pass 
through you, transport and reform you, to 
allow for an intermingling of their and your 
physicalities and insubstantialities.   

The very halls of hell, the house of death,
Were ‘stonished and the Furies, snake-
entwined,
And Cerberus held his triple jaws agape;
Even Ixion’s wheel was lulled to rest.

– Virgil, The Georgics, Book IV, lines 510–513.

For a little over a century, the birth of art has 
been symbiotically aligned with the birth of 
human consciousness – indeed art serves 
as the tangible proof of consciousness 
absent any other form of record or data. 
The rediscovery of a plenitude of parietal art 
in underground cave networks in Northern 
Spain and Southern France between the 
1870s and 1940s inserted a new genesis 
to the prevailing European art-historical 
assumption that the sensibility, skill, intent 
and means of specifically artistic production 
was aligned to triumphant civilisations such 
as those in Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece or 
Rome. It’s salient to note that this moment is 
sandwiched in Europe between the wanton 
cruelty and turpitude central to the imperial 
phase of colonialism coincident with the 
febrile environment of advancing evolutionist 
theories of human development and the no-
less-existential reckoning of the sufferings of 
domestic social degradation, the partiality 

and capriciousness of capitalism, the Shoah, 
totalitarianism, and industrialised and then 
atomic war. 

Initially derided by the intellectual 
establishment as hoaxes, minimised as 
inconsequential doodlings or simply not 
recognised as art in the accepted, bounded 
notion of the term, the cave art produced 
35–40,000 years ago simultaneously 
transformed art and human history within 
a matter of decades following the eminent 
archaeologist Émile Cartailhac’s capitulation 
in 1902 that the drawings and paintings in the 
Altamira Caves were, indeed, the authentic 
creative output of conscious human intent. 
His recanting article, “Mea culpa d’un 
sceptique”, decisively recast not just the art 
of the Upper Palaeolithic but the capacity 
of those who made it to conceive, execute, 
understand and communicate a practice that 
was able to make the abstract intellectual 
leap from one material reality to another, 
from one lived experience to another. No 
longer considered the unthinking products 
of a sentient brain, the array of human, 
animal, natural and abstract forms made in 
sequestered environments were recast as 
the outcome of a conscious mind – evidence 
of “prehistoric” capacity for intelligibility.

As much as it may be taken as an 
intervention into a European narrative of 
human history and with it one art history, 
the history of Upper Palaeolithic parietal art 
is, itself, an interrupted one. A great deal of 
forensic evidence has been accumulated 
and assists in expanding some aspects of 
what is understood about the works but, 
at best, there is no uniform agreement 
as to why they were undertaken and 
next to no knowledge of how those in the 
deeper recesses of the cave systems were 
actually made. Unsurprisingly, this invites 
the metaphor of seeking to shed light on 
the works and the motivations for making 
and experiencing them: the combination of 
observance and willed form that arises from 
conscious thought; hunting magic that seeks 
external intercession, whether for success or 
protection; recording and celebrating valued 
social events, which may or may not include 
the realisation of the works themselves; or 
the first evidence of a richly imaginative 
interior life. As the philosopher Georges 
Bataille wrote: “‘Lascaux Man’ created, and 
created out of nothing, this work of art in 
which communication between individual 
minds begins.”1 

Evidenced in the art is a nascent human 
transformation of consciousness coincident 
with the development from homo faber (one 
who uses tools) to homo sapiens (one who 
discerns). “Evidenced” is a little slippery 

1 - Georges Bataille, 
Prehistoric Painting: 
Lascaux, or, the Birth 
of Art (Geneva: Skira, 
1955), 11.
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blank surfaces. What’s missing from this is 
not just the qualities innate to the rock (its 
porousness, sheen, colour, minerality) but 
also to the details of its formation. It is true 
that large spaces and general features are 
noted, but what of different undulations 
or textures within the field of an individual 
work? A lacuna here is to treat the image as 
if it were drawn or painted on a flat surface, 
an impoverishing anachronism that betrays 
we haven’t fully apprehended it. 

Conversely, Lewis-Williams calls attention 
to the various irregularities of the substrates 
and how artists respond to them in the act 
of painting or drawing – not negligently 
covering them over or leaving them as 
gaps unaddressed but involving them 
holistically into the painterly activity. What 
is helpful about this is the sense of artists’ 
relationality and receptivity to the interplay 
of multiple material aspects with which they 
are working. Undulations, folds, cracks or 
steps in the rock, and the dimensionality of 
the breadth of surface on which the artist 
worked are used in the realisation of figures 
and compositions; there’s a deliberate 
sense of communion with the material world 
of making. In this respect, the interaction of 
the artist with the substrate confirms it is 
anything but a blank or neutral surface. 

What this additionally loops back to is 
a more fundamental, shared material 
question for the artist: how to make a mark? 
Rather than assume that this is foregone, 
Lewis-Williams’ enriched and complicated 
narrative of material responsiveness draws 
greater attention to the creative act than 
the image as trace. Beyond the surface it 
prompts questions of positionality within 
the space, decisions regarding the extent 
of the pictorial field, orientation of mark to 
environment, its relation to context including 
other marks, scale and density, complexity 
and comparison, and so forth. We might 
usefully expand those considerations with 
respect to the particularities of the mark 
itself: weight, colour, density, width, shape, 
length, order of laying down, relation to other 
marks or a compositional whole. Which 
is to say that any and all of which present 
a multiplicity of material considerations; 
all of these require physical, not simply 
intellectual, responsiveness. These are 
works of active bodies, not just active minds, 
and the two, body and mind, work in concert 
in their address of matters pertinent for the 
artist and their community.

Another way in which Lewis-Williams shifts 
the attention from the finished work to the 
process of its production and reception is 
by considering the light conditions of these 
activities. In this he is particularly interested in 

here inasmuch as empirical evidence is 
essentially limited to what is entopically 
recognisable (marks and images) and what is 
retrievable by way of forensic information of 
or around the works (pigment composition, 
artefacts, archaeological traces). While 
this clearly strengthens external material 
conclusions, as to both individual and 
collective purpose and intent, what was 
intended or meant remains speculation. 
What Bataille saw in the art at Lascaux as 
transformational was this wrench, as he 
sees it, from an animal condition (being-
in-itself) to human (being-for-itself). Even 
so, he demurs at the designation of the 
artists as fully homo sapiens in favour of 
an intermediate term first coined by the 
historian Johan Huizinga: homo ludens (one 
who plays), reflecting release from a singular 
attention to the necessities of survival; a 
step toward modernity but distinguishable 
from it.

All of which, and true to the ambition to 
shed light on these works, confirms the 
assumption of rational, scientific bases for 
analysis and discussion. Once we align with 
a core precept that we are engaging with 
art, and not some other phenomenon, then 
the curation of evidence and idea toward 
these positions makes sense, seems almost 
to suture the various interruptions between 
now and then, here and there, us and them 
Even so, I can’t help but wonder if there is 
a specifically art-shaped shadow or, rather, 
shadows in the discourse, shades that 
evade rational scrutiny but that haunt any 
appreciation of what might be central to the 
encounter. 

Millar is fascinated by the archaeologist 
David Lewis-Williams’ arguments in his 2002 
book The Mind in the Cave: Consciousness 
and the Origins of Art, not least because he 
offers a vital connection of the materiality of 
artmaking to manifestly neither rational nor 
empirical possibilities that are particular to 
art. In a necessarily partial and brief support 
of that connection, I want to raise two 
aspects of Lewis-Williams’ writing germane 
to the conditions of parietal art’s making: 
materiality and light. 

Beyond iconographic analysis, one of the 
characteristics of many of the descriptions 
of cave painting and drawing is the focus on 
what is applied to make the image or design. 
Akin to a phallocentric conception of creative 
intention, the elements the artist possesses 
are given weight and importance while other 
factors lie barren, awaiting inception from 
his action: the laden brush, stick or tool is 
apposite. The substrates, the surfaces of 
the caves themselves, are somehow left 
out or, if not overlooked, are dormant or 
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[Orpheus] stopped and on the very verge of 
light,
In one forgetful moment of weak will
Looked back on [Eurydice], and thereby all 
his toil,
Was lost, and ruthless Pluto’s pact was void.

– Virgil, The Georgics, Book IV, lines 520–523.

Homo ludens; Huizinga’s term is doubling in 
what it might entail for Millar’s practice. On 
one hand it is essential to the generation and 
development of culture – which is the point 
of his so-titled book of 1938 and critical 
to Bataille’s enjoyment of the idea. I say 
“enjoyment” because play carries with it both 
seriousness and levity, and it is the latter that 
seems important to emphasise in relation to 
Millar’s paintings. Aesthetic problem-setting 
is akin to a strategic game of chance she 
has with herself. Much as one can imagine 
there is deep and prolonged consideration, 
that there are frustrations and failings, there 
is also laughter and joy, not solely with 
the results of her experiments and actions 
but with the very fact of play. Hours spent 
alone in the studio working methodically 
and prodigiously on continually expanding 
and challenging her expectation of what 
may be realised, what may be achieved, 
necessitates that capacity; an embrace of 
an absurdist humour because its lack would 
stiffen and stultify the practice. 

At the same time, hers is purposeful play, 
even if she herself is so fully engaged 
that she has absorbed the dimension of a 
problem or points of enquiry rather than 
constantly referring externally as if to some 
rule book. This is not free play in the sense 
of there being no personally set challenges 
or conditions, but it is play in which there 
is a seemingly limitless series of choices 
she may make. Indeed, the nature of her 
practice means it is almost nothing other 
than the articulation of choices, each of 
which presents more opportunities for 
choice in response, all of which unfold over 
time. Hence Millar’s constant and active 
demand: demand of herself, demand of her 
materials, demand of her methods, demand 
of her paintings, demand of her audiences. 
There’s a greater sense of relationality here 
than might be present in the closed circuit of 
free creative expression, for she persistently 
invites us to join in this game, join in this 
dance with her.

those drawings and paintings in the deepest 
recesses of the cave system, those that take 
hours to reach (frequently hours of arduous 
navigation), those that are utterly devoid of 
natural light. The paintings, he confirms, were 
made under conditions of flickering lamp- and 
torchlight. Part of the archaeological record 
of sites of cave art, lamps were an invention 
of homo sapiens, giving pertinence to their 
deployment at the arrival of paintings as 
tangible proof of human transformation. Like 
his focus on surface in particular, the specific 
conditions of lights shift the possibilities of 
what it is we are looking at, but likely do not 
see, in the paintings.

Similar to the flattening of surfaces, a 
uniformity of light strips and impoverishes 
the works. It stills them. Conversely, 
the consequence of the original lighting 
conditions would mean that they were never 
visually arrested and so for artist and audience 
they would appear to dance, to move, to slip 
in and out and in and out of illumination. More 
than just enlivening the marks, the flicker of 
light accentuates the particular qualities of 
the substrate. The physical properties of 
the rock are inescapable; the shadow and 
highlight, crevice and rise are accentuated 
by the light, not dispersed. Moreover, and 
noting several instances where there is a 
particular relationship of rock formation to 
the drawn or painted pictorial form, Lewis-
Williams repudiates the idea that forms 
were “discovered” in the rocks (in acts 
of subterranean pareidolia). Rather, what 
he draws attention to is the reciprocal 
relationship of artist and materiality further 
stimulated and developed in relation to the 
interaction of light and darkness from the 
lamps and torches they brought with them 
to these spaces. 

Any and all of the responses to site, to 
substrate, to the relation of mark, to how 
all of these are illuminated for the purpose 
of creating these works are the result 
of complex intersecting engagements. 
What they point to is a level of integrated 
responsiveness that is necessarily more 
sophisticated than merely putting or looking 
at this mark here or rendering or recognising 
this figure there. What they remind us is that 
these works were made, that they didn’t 
arrive fully formed nor in the way we now 
see them. They are not simply or merely 
the result of rational intelligence. Regarding 
that making, we can’t know by whom, we 
don’t know how, and we can only surmise 
why and for whom; so we are left clutching 
at the shadows we see before we begin to 
wonder whether there isn’t something else, 
something else entirely going on.
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sized, the size of Charon’s barque), there’s 
a familiar directness to their encounter. 
Their width means they more easily retain 
a unitary visual experience than larger or 
horizontal works; their height together with 
their familiar compositional complexity 
means that they are never static or held. As 
with all Millar’s work, they push you around 
the surrounding space a bit, which is still 
a result of their strength and authority as 
paintings but not a condition of overwhelm 
or incipient anxiety. Unlike Newman’s Uriel, 
the affect is less of the sublime emphasised 
by extreme length of the canvas and more 
akin to shifting barometric pressure and the 
constant repositioning of the body relative to 
the movement and weight of the paintings 
and the spaces of encounter.

These paintings retain a persistent 
interrogation and utilisation of presence 
and absence as the essential compositional 
constituent. In suites, the differences of 
play with form and void, between looping 
interwoven serpentine gestures and 
harder or drier applications of paint, light 
and dark, matt and sheen are evident 
and complementary. They interrelate 
symbiotically, which helpfully supports and 
focuses engagement and advances a sense 
of intimacy and connection. Their spiralling 
compositional depth creates temporality 
of relationships within the composition, 
and embodies powerful energetic forces 
materially, visually and, it feels, aurally. Alone 
and together the paintings are momentary 
distillations of an unceasing and endless 
creative foaming. That’s a hard-won and 
delicately nuanced proposition, to gesture 
to this possibility and all its ramifications but 
without actually overwhelming the senses or 
sensibilities. 

Unlike her earlier painted-over works, the 
thicker paint gestures here arise more 
organically from the painting as a whole than 
as a consequence of any discrete binary of 
under- and overpainting. What I witnessed 
in these moments are two intertwined 
aspects that confound the assumption that 
they are independent elements or spatial 
relationships of foreground and background 
or similar dimensional arrangement. First, 
there is always a relationship of the denser 
painting to the looser, more fluid; gestures 
recognise and echo gestures. It can seem as 
if the more physically insistent elements are 
in the process of temporarily consolidating 
within that wider, swirling energy field. 
Consolidate but not detach, for they are 
not flat slabs of paint but turn in spiral 
relative to the thinner paint around them. 
This is the second and very curious and 
exhilarating aspect of relation. Depending 
on proximity to or distance from the canvas 

Which is invariably part of the joy of studio 
visits with her. There’s always a serious 
intent but there’s seldom a structure in 
advance, a script or a playbook if, indeed, 
this were ever possible in an environment of 
challenge, delight, stimulation and surprise. 
She is a generous host; likewise in the more 
rarefied environment of a gallery and the 
opportunities to see again, see afresh this 
ongoing becoming of the practice through 
these works. How they shift in disposition, 
demeanour, affect, implication, from one 
testing ground to another, from one set of 
conditions to another, and how that requires 
both a commitment and a letting go to be 
able to see and feel and see and feel and 
make and unmake those experiences over 
time again and again and again. 

So, a short amalgam of such visits since the 
middle of 2023 and to an exhibition at Robert 
Heald Gallery, Te Whanganui-a-Tara, this 
February. But first a confession or, rather, 
two. First, I’ve been working on a personal 
project with Judy for the last couple of 
years, one that revolves around the story of 
Orpheus and Eurydice – his all-too-human 
error and the dire consequences for her – 
an element that both suggests a connection 
for this essay’s intertext and shapes and 
colours my current engagement with the 
practice. Second, the volume I’ve used for 
the intertext was my late uncle’s, gifted to me 
by my cousin when I was visiting her dying 
mother, my aunt, in Te Whanganui-a-Tara 
barely a month ago. My aunt died a few days 
later, and I had a strikingly novel attuned 
experience on my return visit by choosing 
to go to Judy’s exhibition immediately after 
spending time with her laid out. 

What I’ve gained from this accumulation of 
encounters is an acute appreciation that 
Millar’s current works have nudged further 
into a realm of painting on the verge of 
resolution. This has been a concern of hers for 
a long time and has woven together different 
iterations of this extraordinarily challenging 
space of practice and its precipitous claim 
for painting. What I see in the works – 
individually, as suites of painting, as a new 
body of work – is as precise a realisation of 
that ambition as might be hoped for. From 
the first, what set me alight with wonder and 
joy was the experience of works that were 
akin to thresholds, entirely liminal spaces 
that finely recalibrate her practice and make 
possible a wholly new relationship with 
viewers wherein the physical limits of the 
material painting and the corporeal body 
seem both less distinct and more in balance.

Stretched, the dimension and format of the 
paintings revises intimacy and scale. Only 
slightly bigger than human sized (coffin 
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and fulfil the gift of what it means to be 
thinking, conscious, human.

A little over 200 years on, the monstrousness 
of humanity’s current condition seems 
to repeat a shared sense of fundamental 
crisis – only there are two ways in which our 
current situation differs. The first is that the 
scope and scale of the existential crisis we 
face is unique. Prior calamities have spanned 
the globe: for example, the entwining of the 
trauma and unspeakable violence of slavery 
and colonisation with interstate conflict. 
Nevertheless, they were not global, as is 
the impact of the most terrible monsters of 
the Anthropocene. We not only imagine but 
witness these in the case of, say, extreme 
weather events but we know that our current 
condition harbours still more sinister Krakens 
we do not yet fully appreciate. 

The second difference is that reason itself 
(or, at least, the way in which reduced and 
instrumentalist modes of reasoning have 
come to dominate human understanding 
and interaction at all levels) has evolved or 
mutated to become at least complicit and at 
worst causative in our current crisis. Hence 
the provocation of “sleep induced by reason” 
in the first section of this essay, though 
“blindness”, “refusal”, “denial” might each 
serve. What’s at the core of this inversion is 
the presentiment that something essential 
is lost when a particular form of rationalism 
or a particular form of empiricism triumphs. 
What happens for us if we exorcise the 
strange and ineffable dimensions of human 
consciousness that are integral to what it 
means to be human – the imaginative; the 
emotional; the feeling of connection to a 
cosmological whole; belief?  

The two words McCahon quoted in Victory 
over death 2 are extracted from a more 
complex statement given in John 8:58: 
“Truly, truly I say to you before Abraham was, 
I am.” It’s a declaration that not only flouts 
a received version of tradition, but breaks 
apart the very foundation of sequential 
chronology that defines an understanding 
of how tradition operates. The repeated 
emphatic at the start of what Jesus says 
slows the pace of our reading, grants weight 
and demands attention to the seemingly 
paradoxical statement that follows. That 
statement is an articulation of faith for 
believers and properly blasphemous to 
non-believers because, by stepping outside 
of space and time that underpins tradition, 
He declares Himself at one with the Divine, 
which is to say unbounded by rational 
or empirical limits. Whether we make to 
stone or stand with the speaker reflects our 
capacity as much as our intent to believe in 
what He says. More tumultuously, how we 

the relationship of the whole can invert, 
with the thicker paint seeming to lie behind 
its surround, particularly on the edge, in a 
way that confounds the assumed order of 
proceedings of making or viewing. It’s as if 
the very ground shifts and is made uncertain 
by the duration of engagement; the paint 
begins again to move.

Engaging with these paintings is like 
being caught in a profound equilibrium of 
emergence, as if nothing holds but, at the 
same time, there is no dissipation or loss. 
Presence and absence, form and void are 
less oppositional features than they are 
necessary and self-sustaining partners. And 
while that understanding and effect has long 
been a part of Millar’s practice, it is an idea 
newly refreshed in these works. 

Thinking back to the studio visit in January, 
in the presence of some of the works in this 
exhibition and talking about parietal art, Millar 
posited that what most interests her about 
art as a condition is when it is as a boundary 
post for new forms of consciousness. 
Rereading this response to those works I 
recognise that the comparative language 
(“as if”, “like”) gets it wrong. The point of 
the practice, the reach of the ambition, the 
wonder of what is realised is that these are 
not “as if” or “like” anything: they are. 

[Eurydice] spoke, and suddenly vanished 
from his sight, 
Like smoke upon the air, and as [Orpheus] 
clutched,
Her shade and strove in vain to speak to her,
Saw him no more.

– Virgil, The Georgics, Book IV, lines 530–533.

When Goya made the aquatint The Sleep 
of Reason Produces Monsters at the very 
end of the eighteenth century, the world 
was rushing to hell in a handbasket. The 
immediate address of the Los Caprichos 
suite of which it is a part was a trenchant 
attack on society, politics and Church and 
its broader context, on the mendacity and 
follies of civilised society – one on the cusp 
of yet new horrors of war that precipitated 
another crisis of what it meant to be human. 
The sleeping figure, perhaps a self-portrait, 
offers an expanded metaphor for the root 
of how this may have come about: on an 
individual level the sleep of reason allows 
anxieties to plague our dreams; on a pluralist 
level it intimates that when we set reason 
aside new monsters beset and terrorise 
us. Reason, enlightenment, humanistic 
philosophies prove their importance to us as 
propositions that allow us to stand with our 
better selves, to cope with the unfathomable 
indifference of the universe, to understand 
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they are made as a fusion of the abstract 
experience of altered states with the 
materiality of the world in which the painters 
and participants lived. Their coalescence 
of metaphor, mind, image, society and 
cosmos mean they are not representations 
of different forms of consciousness, nor do 
they point to the arrival of the individualised 
consciousness of homo sapiens. Rather, 
they constitute consciousness and to touch 
them is to touch what is already there, to 
fix in paint the projected images of altered 
states.

When Millar speaks of art as a boundary 
post for new forms of consciousness, it 
is entirely pertinent to recognise in this 
a fundamental proposition for aesthetic 
experience. Boundary posts are markers 
– both marking points of limit and also of 
places of change or transition. Paintings, in 
this respect, offer an opportunity to enter 
into a new form of relationship with material 
worlds, with our interior physical, emotional, 
intellectual, psychological or spiritual 
worlds, with imaginative worlds, with artists’ 
worlds, with other relational worlds, with 
many worlds within, around and beyond 
these. Simultaneously, they mark the place 
of divestment, for if we are truly, truly to 
enter into a new form of relationship then we 
need to slough many of the assumptions or 
prejudices we bring to that encounter.

It is at this point that the enormity of the 
challenge inherent to remaking painting 
as a transformative possibility may be 
appreciated. If painting and its reception 
have been delimited, it is as a result of the 
accumulation (imposed or adopted) of 
socially constructed assumptions or habits. 
Style, structure, critique and analysis, 
sociocultural choices or imperatives, any 
one of a number of external conditions are 
internalised by artists and participants. 
One of the most unfortunate consequences 
of this internalisation is that we mistake 
the purpose of encounter. We crave 
identification, validation or confirmation, 
affirmation, security or control, rather than 
risk the consequence of some degree of 
dissolution. 

As Lewis-Williams notes with respect to 
parietal art, there appears to be an over-
reliance on intelligence as the determinative 
factor in the analysis of the art. In its desire 
to prove the arrival of a particular mode of 
consciousness in the human species, it 
elevates rational intelligence as the defining 
characteristic of what makes us human. 
This marginalises much of the full range of 
human consciousness in understanding 
who and how we are. As Millar shows in her 
practice, intelligence only gets you so far. 

understand its implications for our own place 
in time and space is likewise challenged, and 
stands as testament of how we understand 
our existence.  

It’s a relationship to time and space that 
might distinguish how Bataille considered 
the art in the Lascaux caves from how 
Lewis-Williams did. Bataille celebrated the 
communicative capacity and wonderment 
of the paintings across millennia, how they 
were able to capture a sense of magic for 
Upper Palaeolithic and a different form of 
enchantment for modern humans. Lewis-
Williams, while similarly affirming that seeking 
and experiencing a sense of wonder is 
central to the human condition, goes further. 
More than capturing an external observation 
and imbuing it with meaning in its pictorial 
transfer, Lewis-Williams argues that parietal 
art, especially of the deep caves, goes much 
further than any form of sympathetic magic. 
For him, the paintings are not recordings 
of a different plain of consciousness but 
are emanations of what is already present, 
points of porous connection between one 
realm and another. The substrate, then, 
is a tangible interface between those 
realms; a membrane that keeps them in 
equilibrium that, in the right conditions, is 
permeable, affording confirmation of and 
ongoing connection with an understanding 
and experience of human consciousness 
unfettered by reason, unbound by space 
and time. Wonder, for him, is a capacity that 
arises directly because of humans’ continual 
negotiation of the rational and irrational. Thus, 
the paintings are not opportunities to record 
or understand phenomena, or to control or 
seek intercession in our engagement with 
them, nor are they means to communicate 
such conditions, at least not with one 
another. They are opportunities to connect 
with the fullness of human consciousness.

From alert, problem-solving and intentional 
thought to the different consciousness of 
dreaming, the spectrum of consciousness is 
wide. Fantasies, reveries, visions, revelations, 
hypnagogic states we may inhabit, 
intentionally or otherwise, give us all insights 
into an array of states of consciousness. We 
may induce or intensify those habitations 
through deprivation (fasting, darkness, 
silence), repetitive stimuli (aural, visual, 
somatic, in/suspiring), meditation and/or 
psychotropics – altered states to identify 
and separate these conditions from typical 
alert experience. Reflecting on the particular 
conditions of the cave paintings’ realisation 
(the deep locations, the flickering light, the 
responsiveness to materiality, perhaps 
supplemented with meditation, chant, music, 
dance or pharmacological substances), 
Lewis-Williams argues that methodologically 
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form and void, being and nothingness, 
rationality and its inverse: to allow painting 
to hover as a tangible interface, a membrane 
between realms.

So Proteus spoke and plunged into the deep,
And where he plunged the eddying waters 
foamed.

– Virgil, The Georgics, Book IV, lines 558–559.

Peter Shand, Tāmaki Makaurau, 2024.

While the visual experience of the paintings 
is mindful and stimulating, their exhilaration 
draws in other experiences. These can be 
felt or associative but are also physical: 
the entopic reception of hue, tone, density, 
depth and physicality of paint; the perceptual 
mesmerism of their compositional vitalism; 
the sensational destabilising of their push 
and pull, of their spinning spatial affects, of 
the ceaseless momentum of this barely fixed 
moment arising out of the artist’s creative 
activity over time. 

In a palpable way, this is a practice that opens 
up in painting; a practice where the what 
and how of painting cannot be separated. 
If I hesitate to suggest how like birdsong 
it is, that is only because I want to avoid a 
sentimental habit of how we particularise 
the song we hear rather than consider the 
cosmos in which the song is, in fact, sung. 
I can’t resist the obvious quip of Newman’s: 
that aesthetics for artists is like ornithology 
for the birds; but what most forget is that he 
was, himself, an amateur ornithologist. For 
birdsong or other natural phenomena, for 
painting or other human phenomena to elicit 
that possibility of transformation or change 
in consciousness, participants must be open 
to that possibility. We need, simultaneously, 
to be present and absent, to draw upon this 
essential human possibility. This, I think, is 
where the mission to remake painting is both 
necessary and fraught with risk.

Millar’s paintings assuredly offer to take 
her and us out of the realm in which they 
are encountered. Their complexity and 
rigour, beauty and energy, responsiveness 
and relationality defy both simplistically 
intellectual or unconscious manufacture 
and passing or passive consumption. Their 
affordances are at once wholly apparent and 
somehow rendered in question because at a 
certain level they are so simple: paint; see; 
engage; think; feel; be. Nevertheless, as with 
Orpheus, there is a catch, conditions given 
to audience and artist both. For audience it 
seems simple enough, as the hand marks 
and finger fluting in the cave paintings make 
plain. The condition is to recognise that the 
act is more important than the image but 
the further challenge is to recognise that 
the actor (viewer or painter) is not so much 
the source of that act as an activated and 
activating conduit. For Millar, the condition 
of the practice is that she learns through 
experience and intuition when and how her 
work is done. The challenge: that she needs 
to remain alive to the work as it folds and 
unfolds with her; to draw it near to the light 
of the world but never quite cross the lip of 
that threshold. For her and us, the condition 
and challenge is one of equilibrium within or 
somehow beyond presence and absence, 
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