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Robert Juniper

"The View From Above"
Dr Garry Darby*
The Western Australian painter, Kathleen O’Connor, once claimed that she was at a distinct disadvantage because she lived in the west and was isolated from the large and influential galleries along the east coast.

No such claim could be made by Robert Juniper who, in 2007, is regarded as one of the elder statesmen of Australian painting, and certainly one of the greatest painters produced in Western Australia. Indeed, it might be said that, surrounded by the superb landscape of his home state, Juniper has always been at some advantage. He has, in one important sense, been free of the close influences of his contemporaries in the Eastern states.
Juniper’s painting, verging always on lyrical abstraction, has been highly esteemed and collected for more than four decades. He has always turned to the land and the ocean for his starting points. Be it in Karratha or Broome, the Pilbara or the Kimberley, Juniper extracts colour, form and images from his surroundings. 
His latest work reveals a subtle shift  to even more luscious colour and if there is one factor that sets it apart from his previous body of work (Robert has twice won the Wynne Prize in Sydney) it is colour.

Australia has been brilliantly served by painters of the country who embrace a lyrical approach: William Robinson, Lloyd Rees, Fred Williams, Frank Hodgkinson, John Olsen, and earlier, John Passmore, are just a few whose names come readily to mind. Juniper’s body of work, including these new paintings, situate him squarely within this group.

For Juniper, the landscape is a starting point. It seems clear that he is, in the long run, making a painting – a canvas composed of colour, rich textures and surfaces and of telling marks. Indeed, he has declared that he doesn't want to be known "just as a landscape painter".
Ten years ago Juniper claimed,

The blank canvas is intimidating. I start with a subject in mind, make some marks, flood some colour in what may seem an arbitrary way. These initial marks start to make their own demands. I exploit the accidents or eliminate them if they displease. Quite often the initial idea is not lost, but changed by discoveries along the way.'

Nothing has changed in these new works except the intensification of colour. If one 'reads' the paintings in the terms laid out by the artist above, then he is overwhelmingly concerned with the process and act of painting. The 'formal qualities' (line, shape, colour, texture etc.) are at the very basis of his painting practice 
About any work of art the viewer is entitled to ask after 'formal qualities' and 'content'.
That is, how does it look and what does it mean? Juniper is well aware of these factors and accordingly never allows his work to spill over into total abstraction. About content he has said, 
'…..these marks need to mean something to the viewer, who usually is less interested in technicalities than the subject matter.'

Juniper is no Jackson Pollock: he remains in tight control and the hand of the artist is always evident in his work. However, like Pollock, he does exploit accidents and turns them into marks or colour patches which enliven the surface in a variety of unexpected ways. Indeed, there are also decorative aspects to Juniper's best works. He remains a fastidious painter who, like the great Frenchman Pierre Bonnard, works hard to deliberately induce luscious colour effects in his works. Gold leaf is to be seen in many paintings. The Sydney critic John McDonald has suggested that, 'Had he worked in the Middle Ages he would have spent his life illuminating manuscripts with lapis lazuli and gold leaf.'  I am not sure that Juniper would fit that mould. While his work can be decorative (in the best sense of that word) he is, at the same time, very painterly. This unusual combination really provides a more than adequate explanation for his appeal and success over such a long period. He has never been 'the angry young painter' or a disciple of the school of Abstract Expressionism. He remains Robert Juniper, the Western Australian who, like a number of other revered painters, has offered us a fresh new way to regard the Australian landscape. Originality is indeed one of the most respected qualities of twentieth century painting.
A painter like Juniper is always one step ahead of his audience, and as Rosalie Gascoine once proclaimed, 'this is the way it should be; if my audience doesn't understand they will need to catch up.' Herein lays another major attraction of Juniper's painting. What has he seen? How is that translated in terms of paint? What was his viewpoint? 
It should be pointed out that Robert Juniper has deliberately flown over many areas of Western Australia to hone his way of seeing from the aerial point of view. With this in mind we can understand why his landscapes often become a flat plane and are worked deliberately by him to fit the modernist notion of retaining the integrity and flatness of the picture plane. The landscape becomes the painting and the painting becomes the landscape. Further, Juniper is in tune with Australian Aboriginal painters (especially those of the central and western deserts) who have preferred to visualise country from above and record events and stories that have occurred there by employing a set of marks which have taken on symbolic values. His concern with indigenous art has led, in turn, to deep misgivings about the fate of the ancient rock art of the Burrup Peninsula. This area of Western Australia is home to the largest concentration of rock art anywhere in the world.
Juniper is a 'professional looker', seeing and presenting aspects of the landscape which may well escape less trained eyes and senses. This is the glory of art; we are permitted, if we take the time and make the effort, to see the world through the eyes of the artist who, after all, in this case, has been working in total dedication most of his adult life to make and present such evocations. Who better then to interpret the milky aqua colour of the seawater around Broome and Roebuck Bay or the red sand of the deserts of Western Australia. 
In these current paintings we can detect some slight shifts but they are still unmistakably 'Junipers'. Approaching his eightieth year, Robert Juniper is painting, in his own words, 'better than ever', but adding modestly, 'I suppose though that is for others to judge'. 

It is little wonder that at home he has been officially recognized and proclaimed as one of the state's "Living Treasures".
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