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A small show of imperfect paintings is a modest gathering of failed paintings by 
twenty one accomplished artists. 

The works in this exhibition hover in a space where control over concept, aesthetics, 
motivation and technique has been lost or abandoned. This space is the domain of 
wabi sabi – of imperfection, impermanence, irregularity, modesty, neglect, damage 
and incompletion.

Imperfection in a painting emerges from the uncertain condition of its making and 
reception. Paintings are hard to begin, difficult to stop and defy easy objective evalu-
ation, and the unease generated by the absence of clarity during each stage can 
quickly spill into an overwhelming feeling of not-quite-rightness.

That feeling is the result of an acute awareness of the distance between the artist’s 
intention and the work’s material actuality, but it is not a feeling that necessarily needs 
to be reconciled, for once the painting has been designated as imperfect, it finds itself 
liberated from all of the things that it should be doing into something that simply exists 
by - and for - itself.

Imperfection, let alone failure, is of no value in the contemporary economy of the 
unblemished and the functional. A small show of imperfect paintings provides the 
lightest of counterweights to this bias, opening a forum for a reconsideration of what 
might seem unreasonable: the idea of a kind of freedom, or maybe even perfection,  
in failure.

Chris Bond, Curator
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Colleen Ahern

41.02 min
2016
Oil on board
30 x 30 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Neon Parc

This painting is part of an ongoing series, where the album cover art is the resource to paint from 
directly, alla prima, for the duration or playing time of the vinyl. The outcome is what it is- a 
document of a response in the moment. Sometimes the results are not so pleasing. This was 
made from Jim Capaldi’s Whale meat again. I love this album and the opening track, ‘It’s All Right’. 
Maybe that’s why I feel like it’s all right to show possibly the worst painting I’ve ever made.



Peter Atkins

Remnants of a failed painting (JAZZ series)
2013
Acrylic on found drop sheet
60 x 60 cm, 54 x 38 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Tolarno Galleries

I am a project based artist with a process driven practice. I tend to move between different 
mediums, techniques and formats, including painting, sculpture, printmaking, works on paper 
and collage. I also utilise various materials, both found and store bought, depending on what the 
project demands. It is this forever changing, experimental aspect, core to my practice that main-
tains interest and continually challenges me. However, there is an inherent risk of failure with this 
approach because I’m often beginning at a zero point. Rules and boundaries are developed along 
the way and I make a truckload of very laborious mistakes. Having said that, most of my break-
throughs occur through accidents and errors. I’ve always embraced the idea of failure, as it helps 
push the practice into interesting, unintended and often uncharted territories. A glimpse of success 
is worth a hundred failures.
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Louise Blyton

Doubting Thomas (nickname)
2017
Pigment on linen
81 x 30 cm
Courtesy of the artist

I rarely do a study for large works but this time I needed to test my new curve template for the 
corner line.  I could feel the blade not cutting through this part of the line as it had two rather than 
one layer of tape.

As it was a study I kept going. It wasn’t until after applying the pigment and then removing the tape 
that I saw it was larger than I thought. 

That’s when I stuck my finger in it and remembered The Incredulity of Saint Thomas by 
Caravaggio.

I became a Doubting Thomas. This made me laugh so rather than take it off the stretcher bars and 
use it as a test piece I kept it. 
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Chris Bond and Drew Pettifer

Untitled (Benjamin on my bed, cloaked)
2013
Oil paint on chromogenic print
60 x 40 cm
Courtesy of the artists, THIS IS NO FANTASY + dianne tanzer gallery and 
Darren Knight Gallery

Back in 2013 we were presented with an opportunity to show a selection of new and existing
collaborative works in Melbourne Now at the National Gallery of Victoria. In a very limited time-
frame, we attempted to make two new works, grafting sections of hair from several images of 
Drew’s models to form painted ‘cloaks’ for each of the figures in the photographs. 

Halfway through the painting process Chris came to the realisation that he wasn’t going to be able 
to complete both works in the time remaining, and abandoned Benjamin on my bed, cloaked in 
favour of another painting which had advanced further.

Benjamin sat wrapped in bubble in the hope that at some point it might be returned to, but as the 
years passed the urge to do so gradually diminished.
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Michael Brennan

Entry Form & CV
2005
Oil on canvas 
113.5 x 80 cm, 2 pieces
Courtesy of the artist

This work embodies a collection of failures, really - accumulated over time. It was my entry in the 
Metro 5 Art Prize many years ago but as it was painted specifically for the prize, it is pretty much 
meaningless outside of that context. Failure number 1. My idea for the prize was to paint enlarged 
versions of the completed entry form and my cv (requirements - at conventional size - for entering 
the prize). The cv lists at the top of the document a PhD project I started but never completed. A 
bit embarrassing now and failure number 2. While the work was shortlisted, it was the first work 
encountered as you came in the door and I think it was kind of unclear whether it was an art work 
or some weird kind of didactic panel. Failure number 3. Time hasn’t been particularly kind to the 
white paint on this work either and the space around the text has coloured differently to the larger 
expanses of white space, which are all meant to appear the same. I must have used more medium 
to make the paint more fluid and malleable around the text. Failure number 4. I put a fair bit of work 
into this painting and so can’t bring myself to dispose of it but I can’t think of an opportunity (aside 
from this) to ever bother showing it again. There was early success, I suppose, in getting into the 
art prize, but the failures have piled up since then. Oh, and I didn’t win the prize. Failure number 5. 
I believe Sam Leach won it that year.
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Yvette Coppersmith

Untitled 
2015
Oil on linen
61 x 61 cm
Courtesy of the artist

I began painting over ‘failures’ in order to reduce linen expenses & excess storage. This has led 
me to a more process-driven approach to painting. The textured surfaces are an accumulation 
of experimentation and reworking. This piece has been in storage for a couple of years. It was a 
hand-me-down failure from another artist which is why the square format is different to what I’d 
usually select.

There were so many elements that needed an overhaul that I decided to call it quits.  Having said 
that, if someone else had painted it, I’d think it was an interesting painting...but in the context of my 
practice it was too far removed - with the colour and figures needing the most refining. It served as 
a study for the embracing figures which I resolved subsequently in other works.  
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Craig Easton

Green Thing
2014
Acrylic paint and incisions on transparent acrylic, screws
7.5 x 7 cm
Courtesy of the artist

This little Green Thing despite being shown more than once was always a failure. Originally an 
offcut from a larger work it was re-purposed, shaped, polished, painted and scratched in ways 
intended to embrace material and process, offering not much else. Instead it feels cute, controlled, 
not awkward or what the Chinese call Zhou (which I was trying to capture). This Zhou is also about 
honesty. Failure usually comes out of an inability to be honest. At its best, this might be an honest 
failure.
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Juan Ford

Untitled
2007
Acrylic and oil on linen
194 x 133 cm
Courtesy of the artist and THIS IS NO FANTASY + dianne tanzer gallery

Over almost 20 years of exhibiting, I’ve invariably suffered from pre-show stress and the nasty 
dreams in the lead up. If you haven’t then you’re either unbelievably secure or an arrogant bastard. 

One typical example would be arriving at my exhibition only to realize that the works are unfinished, 
wet, and that I’m wearing no pants. Seriously, I’m subjected to this kind of nightmare every time, 
especially for solos. 

So here’s what went wrong with this work:

1. The head is too big. Generally, I think big paintings of huge heads have become preposterous; 
they are usually pointless displays of skill with no coherent reference to what came before them. 
They make me cringe, as they’ve become totally divorced from Chuck Close’s noble intentions in 
painting such things in the 1960s. I tried to reference Close during my short period of large head 
paintings, but abandoned this approach as it became a bad realism/Archibald prize cliche. I do 
not want to be associated with paintings that lack basic historical and theoretical awareness.

2. Thus, it became annoying to paint. Sometimes I desert paintings. Usually they get cut into rib-
bons and chucked out. For some reason I kept this.

Anyway, there’s something liberating about presenting an unfinished work that blatantly mocks my 
annoying perfectionist tendencies. I can finally confront my fears. Thanks Chris.
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Julia Gorman

Untitled
2012
Oil on canvas
50.5 x 50.5 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Sophie Gannon Gallery

The stretched canvas is such a finite 2 dimensional space. Once you’ve filled it up, you have to 
stop, and I wanted to keep going. Instead of stretching up another canvas, and starting again, I 
was trying to keep adding more action into each picture. You can make good art using found and 
discarded materials, but it’s not always a good strategy in a painting. You can see that all the
colours I’ve used were discount specials. No one else wanted them - for obvious reasons.
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Stephen Haley

Bush Burial
2011
Oil on linen
70 x 140 cm
Courtesy of the artist and MARS

This was a painting based on Frederick McCubbin’s Bush Burial.  It is the same proportions and 
about half the size. 

The intention was to make a kind of ironic, anti-landscape painting where what was being buried 
was the bush itself. The figures are replaced by cyphers repeating the word ‘echo’. The burial hole 
is blue - for some reason. McCubbin’s tryptich The Pioneers is also referenced - the distant settle-
ment in the final panel, expanded and abstracted, to envelop the whole horizon. 

This was a transitional painting. I had made paintings based on the word Echo for almost 10 years, 
subsequently moved to making entirely blue paintings for a couple of years and had begun playing 
with monochrome works emulating ‘clay renders’ from 3D modelling programs. Somehow all these 
aspects ended up in the one painting. I quite like the individual compositional elements but the 
combination is … regrettable. It has never been shown before. 
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Irene Hanenbergh

Alexei Altise Luxor (little leg Leningrad)
2016-17
Oil on canvas
30 x 25 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Neon Parc

Admittedly I can’t help but feel a greater affinity with the imperfect than the perfect. Constructed 
perfection has its issues and so many fixed arguments.  
Most of this painting in fact relates to a search for the perfect ‘state’ on a small scale, an under-
sized utopian presence, an intensified liminal state, a porthole of longing, anticipated perfection or, 
perish the thought, happiness! The ceremonial search and riddle in the making. 

Sadly, this painting didn’t retain its core. Keeping that in mind, the objective couldn’t ever be 
anything other than utterly subjective and momentary. Exploring such a sublime, grand aesthetic, 
is always at risk of becoming, nihilistic, melancholic, nostalgic, or plain wrong; at other times its 
interior erased en route. That said, I have a fond recollection of this painting and all the stages it 
went through over the past 2 years. This painting remains in progress and will get there in the end, 
I have no doubt.
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David Hawley

Untitled No Idea (Discarded Painting)
2016
Mixed media on 300 gsm university cartridge
122 x 86 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Colville Gallery

Part of a series of paintings made in late 2016, I considered this to be a failure, as distinct from 
other works specifically made about the idea of failure. Attempting to purge my mind of pre-
conception I made a body of work whilst trying to not-think, to act on impulse and remain in the 
moment. Untitled No Idea (Discarded Painting) became over cooked. The act of painting took too 
long. Its gestures are contrived and elements clash against each other. I regret not wiping it back 
to its ground, I left it disfigured. Thrown in a pile of many, it also has remnants of others incidentally 
stuck to its surface; a painful work selected because I thought a failure had to hurt.

Maybe it could be cut into sections or is better left discarded in the pile? It is finished, ironically a 
product of over-thinking.
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PJ Hickman

MORE AND MORE
2010
Acrylic on canvas
76 x 107 cm
Courtesy of the artist

The painting was made for the exhibition MORE: recent additions to reductive art at the University 
of Southern Queensland in 2010, but I didn’t exhibit the work. At the time, I was concerned about 
how much stuff (art) I made and where most of it ended up – at best in storage, or worse - land fill.  
It might seem that there isn’t much ‘wrong’ with the work, but for me everything needs to be ‘right’.  
Compositionally I thought it was a ‘failure’ because the exposed canvas along the base of the 
painting made the text appear too low.  I don’t usually keep my ‘failures’ as I recycle the stretchers.  
Ironically (given my concern about ‘stuff’) this work survived because there are aspects about the 
work I liked, notably the white on white text, which I’ve subsequently used in other work.

28



Sam Leach

Mouse Deer with Fly Eye Dome
2013
Oil and resin on wood
45 x 35 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Sullivan Strumpf

I liked the individual elements of this work and it was exhibited once. But the longer I looked at it, 
the more I felt uncomfortable about it. Originally there were two mouse deer having sex under the 
dome. I liked them but over time it became clear that something wasn’t right with the work. The 
deer were too sweet, even though I emphasised their fangs and the composition felt a little clunky. 
When the painting came back to my studio I painted out the deer thinking that I could take the 
work in a different direction. But it was even worse. Normally I just destroy works at this stage but I 
had just done a clean out so instead I chucked it under the bed to wait for the next consignment of 
work to the skip.
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Tony Lloyd

Untitled (Flinders Ranges)
2016
Oil on linen
36 x 61 cm
Courtesy of the artist

I did this painting after an artist residency in the Flinders Ranges last year. The colours of this part 
of South Australia are vibrant and slightly odd (violet roads for example) and the clarity of vision 
due to the dry desert air means there is no trace of Romantic atmosphere. Somewhere along the 
way in this painting I realised I wasn’t emotionally engaged with the image, it felt like I was doing 
someone else’s painting and rather than see it through to a more detailed ending I quickly brought 
the picture to a sort of minimum requirement level of finish. Since then it has hung high in a dark 
corner of my studio. I haven’t felt the need to destroy it, or to correct the parts of it that bother me.
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Rob McHaffie

Untitled (young punk choosing a banana)
2016
Oil on linen
88 x 69 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Darren Knight Gallery

Based on a real observation, I saw quite an attractive young post-punk carefully selecting a ba-
nana in Coles, North Brighton. The image struck me A. because there’s no punk movement hap-
pening in Brighton so he most likely lived with his parents in a nice house.  B. because even punks 
have to shop at Coles, such a horrendous multinational. The idea came to paint him twice for a 
symmetrical composition and to show he was carefully selecting the banana. The painting started 
to fail for me when I couldn’t seem to get his face right. I found it looked a bit sweet and illustrative 
which is a line I sometimes tread. I eventually gave up on the work, unstretched it and put it in the 
garage, where real punks belong.
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Jan Murray

Cardboard Box #1
2013
Oil on linen
36 x 36 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Charles Nodrum Gallery

One could argue that all paintings are imperfect and that some are just more imperfect than others.

In the words of Samuel Beckett,

‘Ever Tried? Ever Failed? No Matter, Try Again, Fail Again, Fail Better.’

Cardboard Box #1 is definitely a ‘fail better’ and was produced in 2010 as part of a series of 5 
paintings made from the perspective of looking down on the carton.

In this work, I was investigating the ‘anatomy’ of painting through conflating the canvas with the box 
in an attempt to reveal on a literal and metaphorical level what lies within the painted object – to 
further explore its intrinsic and extrinsic architecture.

Somehow this series of work, and this painting, were never released from the studio, as they all 
fell into that ‘not quite right’ category. Maybe my trompe l’oeil technique was not exacting enough, 
did I lose interest, perhaps the depth of space was not realised sufficiently or could it be the colour 
choice…hmmm.
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Lynette Smith

Untitled
1995
Egg tempera on board
20 x 20 cm
Courtesy of the artist

This work is a failure.

In my honours year I made a series of paintings of people looking at art in the art gallery. They were 
in egg tempera, a medium I knew nothing about. I had to learn how to use it from reading books. 
The books said to lay down an underpainting in ink (the underpainting sets the tonal structure of 
the final painting). I chose the wrong ink and within two years all the paintings had cracked—
especially in the dark-toned areas where there was the most ink. 

I have kept all of them because they are a small, imperfect start on what, for me, has been a long, 
long argument with myself, and the world, about art—its possibilities and why it should be done 
and why I should do it.
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Bryan Spier

Untitled (distant cousin of Pitchfork Cantilever)
2015
Acrylic paint and polyurethane on canvas
51 x 40 cm
Courtesy of the artist and Sarah Scout Presents

This daub began to test the viability of using an acrylic paint pen to draw outlines, and thereby give 
the painting the kind of cartoonish look that some of my drawings achieved. I liked the outlines, 
and they were used again in a big painting called Pitchfork Cantilever. However I thought the 
design of this painting was a little too whimsical so I set it aside. It was available at hand when I 
wanted to test certain painterly applications and assemblage concepts, hence the splotches of 
paint and bits of plastic stuck to it. All of these experiments came to fruition in other paintings, but 
alas this particular painting had to be sacrificed in the process.
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Darren Wardle

Swampland
2017
Oil and acrylic on linen
50 x 40 cm
Courtesy of the artist and THIS IS NO FANTASY + dianne tanzer gallery

I did this small mattress painting while on a residency in Leipzig. If you’re going to produce a fail-
ure then a residency is the place to do it. The composition is too rigid and corresponds to the limits 
of the stretcher so that there are virtually no dynamics in play. The work seems flat in a boring way, 
which isn’t helped by the background paint application having no depth. I tried to rectify this by in-
serting a stick, or crutch, with a shadow in the left foreground to provide a sense of dimensionality 
but it looks clumsy and obvious. The striped mattress ticking I thought would contain the poured 
and stained paint is so consistent that it flattened out the work even more. I tried to rub them back 
to create more irregularity but exposing the linen weave made the 2 dimensionality of the surface 
even more apparent. And then there’s the dodgy orange label at top that didn’t integrate with the 
mattress at all. Fail.
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