


From his Graduate Exhibition in 1978, through the older and current works in this exhibition, Michael
Bragge has consistently plundered the nooks and crannies of Western Art culture as a theme worthy
of reflection.

At his graduate exhibition in 1978, he presented a series of “Folding Frames”. Modelled on the pine
frames over which canvas has traditionally been stretched. These simple squares and rectangles were
strategically hinged to facilitate their elegant folding. Each shape required a different geometric
solution and if you followed the multiple axis you came to the final and largest frame whose offset axis
made folding impossible.

Klee’s notion of line being a dot taken on a walk was taken literally by Bragge in 1981 with his
performance piece “Ninety Mile Nativity” shown at the First Australian Sculpture Triennial, Melbourne.
Bragge searched for the largest canvas on which to draw parallel lines. He chose the Ninety Mile
Beach in Gippsland and enlisted the help of “Simpson”, a donkey harnessed with an ancient litter. The
two walked the pristine surface leaving two distinct lines.

“Yambuk”, a large painting in this exhibition commenced in 1990, uses the glorious tools of C19th
Romantic landscape to focus our gaze on the time and site of our country’s most horrific battleground.
Eight and half thousand indigenous people died on the Eumeralla River in the mid C19th defending
their world. This place is also the river where trivially, Bragge caught his first fish in 1962. The cultural
juxtapositioning eloquently hints at the uneasy relationship many descendants of settler Australians
have with this land.

The material nature of this work talks of an era in Western Art before canvas was stretched over
frames. The timber panels are secured from behind but the evident joins form part of a conventional
artist’s grid. The under painting is a pre-impressionist era bituminous brown and the carefully layered
glazes are pure Academy. These historic techniques take us to an era in Western Art history, before
Europeans occupied this place.

Like the site of his first fish, the images of personal objects found floating around his abstract motif
should be of little significance to an audience, yet we instinctively seek a point of connection, or story.
“Block in”, a title borrowed from the painting studio, appears to in part depict a seasoned block of red
gum. An object of likely significance to Bragge but intentionally inaccessible to us. His image “Beater”
describes an object synonymous with most older kitchens. Bragge’s painting asks, “is this your Mum’s
beater or his?” Again, he is leading us down one of Western Art's well-worn paths, that is, our
expectation of finding meaning within an artwork.

The 6’ x 4’ paintings began in 1978, and the motif has been repeatedly used to discuss myriads of Art’s
topics. For a time, Bragge worked as a picture framer and clearly the base image can be a Frame, a
Mat and an Image in the tradition of framed works on paper. This subconscious familiarity runs
through Bragge’s work and acts as a “trail of breadcrumbs” for the would-be Art sleuth. “Oxymoron” is
a 2025 remake of the first 6’ x 4 which along with a group of similar paintings was lost in the 1983 Ash
Wednesday fires in Upper Beaconsfield. The illusion of an inexplicably oxidised surface describing a
strong abstract motif draws us in; yet pushes us away on several levels. The mere physicality of the
metal plate resting on a traditional pedestal and the gallery wall, simultaneously continues Bragge’s
questioning of Art’s conventions.



The purity and boldness of “Subprime” is clear to all painters as they remember approaching a new
canvas for the first time. Not only does this work play with the much-discussed bare linen of a
Cezanne landscape, but it bravely proceeds no further than primer, as the title suggests. Is this a
partially prepared canvas awaiting an artist or are we considering a finished work? In the same way
that primer forms the base of traditional Western paintings, “Subprime” appears to form the
conceptual starting point of this 6’ x 4’ series of works.

The historic battle between representational painting, formalist abstraction and conceptual art is
mimicked through this series. In “House of cards” the abstract image leaves the painted surface for the
floor of the gallery and a three-dimensional form, only to return to traditional surroundings in “Back in
House”. A few of Art’'s A graders, Stubbs and Duchamp, also make cameo appearances in “Horseless”
and “Coffee Mill”.

The highly glazed painted surface on “Back on the wall”, reminiscent of the glazed crackling on roast
pork, seduces our eye until it is abruptly interrupted by the purity of unblemished raw linen. He is of
course reminding us of the illusions coursing through the veins of Western Art. This painting is derived
from Bragge’s ironic riveted steel sculpture of a painting on a plinth, “Off the wall’.

The limitations of the 6’ x 4 motif presents the artist with the challenge to get such a simple image to
talk in stylistically divergent ways. Bragge has created a laboratory of creative thoughts, easily
observed by the viewer. We can follow his thought processes as he takes this simple image to the
many stylistic corners of Western Art.

There is, in the Western Art tradition an expectation for an established artist to arrive at an easily
recognisable style while moving from image to image. Consistent with his questioning mind, Bragge
has flipped the tradition by working the same image through many of Art history’s established styles.

The titles of many of the works are borrowed from the background chatter of popular culture while
also having some relevance to the work. The use of these contemporary phrases helps place the work
in the “real world”. In doing so, Bragge is asking, “Where does Art sit in his diverse life and indeed
where does Western Art sit in our complex culture?

James Matthews
Matthews teaches languages in Western Victoria. He has known Bragge since the 1970’s and has
observed these works emerge.
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Yambuk, 1990-2001
Oil on board
55x385cm

POA

Nana’s hammer, 2018
Oil on canvas
60x40cm

$1200

Beater, 2019
Oil on canvas
60 x40 cm
$1200




Subprime, 2010
Acrylicon linen
180 x120 cm
$2400

Horseless, GS, 2020
Oil on canvas

180 x120 cm

$2400

Oxymoron, 2025

Acrylic on aluminium plate
180 x120 cm

$2400



Family still life, 2024
Oilon canvas

180 x 120 cm
$2400

Coffee mill, MD, 2024
Oilon canvas

180 x 120 cm

$2400

Block in, 2024
Oil on canvas
180 x120 cm
$2400




Back in house, 2025
Oil on canvas

180 x120 cm
$2400

House of cards, 2024
Welded steel

180 x 120 x120 cm
$8500

Wall painting, 2020
Oilonlinen

180 x120 cm
$2400




Bragge family still life, 2024
Pencil on paper

42 x30cm

NFS

Unchecked, 2018
Welded steel
21x 297 cm
$800

Strong composition, 2018
Mild steel

21x29.7 cm

$800




Block in, 2024
Pencil on paper
297x42cm
$400

Coffee mill, 2024
Pencil on paper
297x42cm
$400

“CorFeF e " Hz =it 2



WEST END ART SPACE

Michael Bragge

WEST END ART SPACE
Gallery hours: Wednesday-Saturday, 11am - 4 pm
Online 24/7 and outside opening hours by appointment
112 Adderley Street, West Melbourne VIC 3003
www.westendartspace.com.au

MEDIA AND SALE ENQUIRIES
Anna Prifti — Founding Director
0415 243 917 | westendartspace@gmail.com

West End Gallery
BSB: 033039
ACC NO: 909597

West End Art Space acknowledge the Wurundjeri people who are the Traditional
Custodians of this Land. We pay respect to the Elders both past and present of the
Kulin Nation, and extend that respect to other Indigenous Australians.



