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Imants Tillers was recently described by the Professor of Art History at the University of Melbourne, 
Ian McLean, as “the pre-eminent international Australian artist of his generation”. Tillers has always 
DFNQRZOHGJHG�KLV�/DWYLDQ�KHULWDJH�DQG�WKH�VLJQL¿FDQFH�WKLV�SOD\V�LQ�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�KLV�DUWZRUN��,PDQWV�
7LOOHUV��DV�D�FRQVHTXHQFH��PXVW�EH�UHFRJQLVHG�DV�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�LQÀXHQWLDO�DGYRFDWHV�IRU�/DWYLD�E\�DQ�
Australian, both here and overseas.

Credo is a selection of 14 of Imants’ essays published since 1982. They cover a broad range of topics, 
LQFOXGLQJ�KLV�SHUVRQDO�KLVWRU\�DQG�GHYHORSPHQW�DV�DQ�DUWLVW��WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�WKH�KLVWRU\�DQG�FXOWXUH�RI�KLV�
SDUHQWV¶�FRXQWU\�RI�RULJLQ��KLV�FROODERUDWLRQ�ZLWK�DERULJLQDO�DUWLVWV�DQG�WKH�FRQQHFWLRQV�KH�¿QGV�EHWZHHQ�KLV�
Latvian cultural background and his longstanding interest in indigenous Australian art and artists.

Tillers’ parents came to Australia in 1949. Imants was born the following year. He studied architecture at 
Sydney University. His honours thesis was titled, “The Beginners Guide to Oil Painting” (1973). This, 
interestingly, coincided with the purchase by the Australian Government for $1.3m of Jackson Pollock’s 
“Blue Poles”, to which Tillers refers in more than one of his essays. From about this time, Tillers has 
LGHQWL¿HG�DV�DQ�³DUWLVW´��,PDQWV�KDG�KLV�¿UVW�JURXS�DQG�VROR�H[KLELWLRQV�LQ������DQG�KDV�H[KLELWHG�RYHUVHDV�
many times.

,PDQWV��DQG�KLV�ZLIH�-HQQLIHU�6ODW\HU��¿UVW�WUDYHOOHG�WR�/DWYLD�LQ�������7KH\�YLVLWHG�WKH�³UDPVKDFNOH�
farmhouse at Salaspils where my father grew up”. However, they were unable to travel to Imants’ mother’s 
ELUWKSODFH��/LHSƗMD��XQWLO�PDQ\�\HDUV�ODWHU��7LOOHUV��LQ�DQRWKHU�HVVD\��QRWHG�WKDW�0DUN�5RWKNR��DOWKRXJK�ERUQ�
LQ�'YLQVN�>QRZ�'DXJDYSLOV@��³ZKHQ�KH�OHIW�IRU�$PHULFD��KH�VDLOHG�IURP�WKH�SRUW�RI�/LEDX�>QRZ�/LHSƗMD@´�

Tillers greatly admires aboriginal art and culture. He states that “the only original contribution Australia has 
made to the history of world art in the twentieth century is Australian indigenous art”. Tillers attempts “to 
compare, although they are in some ways incomparable, [the Latvian] folksongs as the bearers of cultural 
meaning to the aboriginal dreamings”.

In a later essay, Tillers likens his feelings for the Australian aboriginals to the dispossessed indigenous 
Latvians he observed during his visit to Soviet Latvia. He said, “Aren’t Latvians the indigenous people of 
D�ODQG��D�ODQG�ZKLFK��XQWLO�YHU\�UHFHQWO\��DQG�H[FHSW�IRU�EULHI�SHULRGV«KDG�EHHQ�FRORQLVHG�IRU�RYHU�VHYHQ�
hundred years?”

After Australia celebrated the “bi-centenary” in 1988, Tillers linked the aboriginal use of the celebration to 
“publicise their causes as well as their cultural heritage” with the events in Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia, 
including the “Baltic Way” on 23 August 1989, that led to “recognition by the Soviet Union of the resurgent 
nationalism in the Baltic republics”.

A recurring theme in Credo is Tillers’ use in his works of the words of the French poet, Stephane Mallarme, 
³$�7KURZ�RI�WKH�'LFH�ZLOO�1HYHU�$EROLVK�&KDQFH´��+H�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�DQ�³XQH[SHFWHG�FRQQHFWHGQHVV�FRXOG�
H[LVW�EHWZHHQ�HYHQWV�UHPRWH�IURP�HDFK�RWKHU´��DQG�FRQFOXGHV��³)RU�KRZ�HOVH�FDQ�ZH�H[SODLQ�WKH�FKDQJHV�LQ�
5LJD��9LOQLXV�DQG�7DOOLQ�LQ�RXU�ELFHQWHQQLDO�\HDU´�



7LOOHUV�KDV�DOVR�TXRWHG�IURP�WKH�ZRUNV�RI�/DWYLDQ�SRHWV��LQFOXGLQJ�,O]H�.DOQLƼD�DQG�=LQDLGD�/D]GD��+H�
UHIHUV�WR�/D]GD¶V�IDPRXV�OLQHV��³,Q�WKLV�ODQG�E\�WKH�5LYHU�'DXJDYD�DQG�E\�WKH�VHD�ZH�DUH�WR�OLYH�RXW�RXU�GD\V�
LQ�VRUURZ�DQG�MR\��:LWK�KDWUHG�ZH�ZLOO�DQVZHU�WKH�HQHP\�ZKR�FRPHV�WR�KXPEOH�DQG�WR�SOXQGHU�RXU�QDWLYH�
land”.

,Q�������,PDQWV¶�H[KLELWLRQ��³$�MRXUQH\�WR�QRZKHUH´�DW�WKH�/DWYLDQ�1DWLRQDO�0XVHXP�RI�$UW�LQ�5LJD�EURXJKW�
WRJHWKHU�DQ�H[WHQVLYH�DQG�LPSUHVVLYH�GLVSOD\�RI�KLV�ZRUNV��,PDQWV¶�HVVD\�IRU�WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�FDWDORJXH�LV�
included in Credo. In that essay, and others in the book, Tillers describes his “Book of Power”, the pages 
of which are made up of all the works he has produced since 1981. He says, “I like to think of my work in 
terms of a huge all encompassing book where each canvasboard panel is a page in the book”.

Tillers’ “trademark”, comprehensively described in Credo, is the use of canvasboard panels (about 25 cm 
[����FP�LQ�VL]H��WKDW�PDNH�XS�KLV�ODUJHU�³FRPSRVLWH´�DUWZRUNV��7KHVH�LQFOXGH�KLV�ODUJHU�ZRUNV�VXFK�DV�
“Diaspora” (1992) comprising 228 art boards that, when mounted on a wall, are about 7 metres by 3 metres 
LQ�VL]H��(DFK�ERDUG�LV�QXPEHUHG�VHTXHQWLDOO\�IURP�³RQH�WR�LQ¿QLW\´��,Q�D�IRRWQRWH�LQ�Credo, Imants records 
that, in the Book of Power, the “current panel count is 113,874”.

Another feature of Tillers’ work is his “appropriation” of the works of many other artists. Perhaps, most 
IDPRXVO\��WKLV�LQFOXGHV�WKH�,WDOLDQ�DUWLVW�DQG�ZULWHU�*LRUJLR�GH�&KLULFR��������������ZKR�LV�WKH�VXEMHFW�RI�D�
2018 essay in the collection. Other artists, of the many whose works Tillers has “appropriated” include the 
*HUPDQ�DUWLVW�*HRUJ�%DVHOLW]�DQG�WKH�/DWYLDQ�DUWLVW�DQG�ZULWHU��-ƗQLV�-DXQVXGUDELƼã�

,PDQWV�GHVFULEHV�WKH�³UH�DSSURSULDWLRQ´�RI�D�-DXQVXGUDELƼã�LPDJH�E\�DQ�DUWLVW�RI�DERULJLQDO�KHULWDJH��*RUGRQ�
Bennett, in his painting “Nine ricochets”. This was a response to Tillers’ painting “The Nine Shots” (1985) 
that used (”appropriated”) parts of works of the German artist Baselitz and the Australian aboriginal artist, 
Michael Nelson Jagamara’s “Five Dreamings” (1984). Jagamara is a Warlpiri artist from the important 
Papunya Tula movement of painters in Central Australia. Tillers’ appropriation was controversial, as he 
H[SODLQV�LQ�WKH�HVVD\��³3RHWLF�-XVWLFH�±�$�&DVH�6WXG\´��,W�GLG��KRZHYHU��HYHQWXDOO\�OHDG�WR�PDQ\�\HDUV�RI�
positive collaborative work between Tillers and Michael Nelson Jagamara.

7KH�HVVD\��³)LYH�3RUWUDLWV�RI�0XUUD\�%DLO´�ZDV�RI�SDUWLFXODU�LQWHUHVW�WR�PH��%DLO�LV�DQ�LFRQLF�¿JXUH�LQ�
Australian Literature. In 2022, he and Gerald Murnane were the only Australian writers listed in the 
bookmakers’ odds for 50 or so contenders for the Nobel Prize in Literature. Perhaps, Bail is presently 
better known as the focus by his former wife, Helen Garner, in the later volumes of her published diaries, 
LQFOXGLQJ��³+RZ�WR�HQG�D�VWRU\´��7H[W��������

Imants Tillers is widely read, and a deep thinker. He writes clearly and with style and subtle humour. 
7KHUH�LV�PXFK�WR�HQMR\�DQG�WR�OHDUQ�IURP�KLV�HVVD\V�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�PDQ\�UHIHUHQFHV�WR�,PDQWV¶�/DWYLDQ�
H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�LQÀXHQFHV��$V�WKH�ERRN¶V�LQWURGXFWLRQ�QRWHV��LW�RIIHUV�³ERWK�D�SHUVRQDO�FUHGR��DQG�D�ZD\�RI�
XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�DUW�DQG�OLWHUDWXUH�IRUPHG�E\�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�PLJUDWLRQ´�
 


