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Director’s ForeworD 
Regional galleries have a number of fundamental 
obligations, which underpin their role and credibility. 
One of these is supporting and promoting the artists of 
their region. Fulfilling that broad role inevitably involves 
subjective decisions about which artists might be selected 
for attention. One important principle prevails however, 
celebrating and honouring senior artists, those to whom 
we look for examples of thoughtful and sustained 
practice and those who have made major contributions 
to our visual culture. In my view Doug Chambers tops 
this list in the South West of Western Australia and we 
are proud that Doug has entrusted Bunbury Regional Art 
Galleries (BRAG) with the responsibility of examining and 
celebrating the last twenty years of his work.

Since my first visit to Doug and Kasia’s home in Balingup 
I have been warmly welcomed and given generous access 
to Doug’s work and some of the many stories that run in 
parallel to it. I want to take this opportunity to sincerely 
thank Doug for this privilege and I hope this exhibition 
will do justice to his considerable contribution to West 
Australian contemporary visual art. 

Identifying a curator who will best interpret and honour 
the work of an important artist such as Doug Chambers 
was a key decision in realising this exhibition. I am more 
than confident that in Catherine Czerw the right choice 
was made. Catherine has delivered a fine exhibition and 
provided us with intelligent insight into the artist’s work. 
I want to particularly thank Catherine for understanding 
the practicalities of working with a regional gallery and 
bringing her dynamic energy to the project.

Finally I want to acknowledge the team at BRAG and our 
colleagues at the City of Bunbury who have assisted in 
many ways to make this exhibition possible. I commend 
the exhibition to all gallery visitors confident that you will 
be richly rewarded for your interest and attention.

Julian Bowron 
Director 
Bunbury Regional Art Galleries.

Figure 2



When the Art Gallery of Western 
Australia (AGWA) honoured Douglas 
Chambers with a major survey 
exhibition in 1991, an extensive 
catalogue of some 75 artworks was 
presented in tribute to the significant 
contribution the artist had 
already made to the local 
and national contemporary 
art scene up to that time. 
That exhibition culminated 
in a monumental, three 
panel artwork measuring 
over eight metres in length. 
Entitled Unfinished Business 
– The Life 1990/1 (Fig.6), it 
was described by Margaret 
Moore, the exhibition’s 
curator, as an epic 
monograph which could be 

seen as the apotheosis of Chamber’s 
entire career up to that point: “In a 
career of highly intuitive painting 
it is unique, because formally and 
conceptually it was predetermined. It 
was to be a union of the artist’s interest 

in painting technique with the body 
of imagery which had over time had 
become his own.”1

Painted in the artist’s huge and 
spectacular studio situated on 
Albany’s harbour front, Unfinished 
Business was completed a few months 
before the landmark exhibition at 

the State Gallery opened.  Almost 
25 years later, it can still be seen as 
an exemplar of Douglas Chambers’ 
unique vision, informed expression and  
disciplined invention.2  Margaret 
Moore’s observations on this piece 

endure as an insightful 
introduction to Chambers’ 
métier more generally: 
“There are always several 
layers of possible meaning 
in Chambers’ art. Ultimately 
his work is the expression 
of abstract conceptions 
manipulated, embedded 
or delineated in medium. 
There is a kaleidoscope 
of course, both conscious 
and subconscious, from 
literature, art history and life, 
colliding together from the 
mind and hand of the artist.”3

The canvases that comprise 
Unfinished Business – The 
Life remain a compelling 
representation of Chambers’ 
career up to the time of its 
completion and eventual 
display at AGWA. Three years 

earlier, however, Douglas Chambers 
had suffered a near fatal heart attack 
that required quadruple bypass surgery 
to restore blood and oxygen flow 
to his heart muscle. For Chambers, 
the surgery was unquestionably a 
harrowing experience, both physically 
and psychologically; the kind of 
traumatic event that demarcates 
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life and death for anyone who goes 
through it. Not unpredictably then, 
the imagery in the paintings the artist 
created immediately after his operation 
often related, directly or indirectly, to 
this experience. Yet, with telling insight 
into the artist and the man, Chambers 
ultimately “made a mental judgement 
to try and erase the images from his 
memory, preferring instead to paint 
pictures about life rather than horror and 
hallucination.”4  

And so, as the title of the painting 
presciently implies, Unfinished Business - 
The Life seems to be a foretelling of the 
artist’s future as much as it is a visual 
tale about his past. Chambers himself 
remains characteristically circumspect 
on placing too much significance on titles 
and identifying set narratives. With a 
highly informed and long held disposition 
to paintings that ‘show’ rather than ‘tell,’ 

he is also wary of using too many words 
to explain art. Art, for Chambers, should 
ideally be experienced in a purely visual 
rather than verbal way.  Nevertheless, 
he does concede that the Unfinished 
Business triptych remains a potentially 
insightful way of looking at his artwork; 
a wonderful way of looking at art and 
realising that there are things to come 
after, and other things that have come 
before.5 

Whilst the Unfinished Business panels 
provide this exhibition with its eponymous 
title, it is the navigation of time - the act of 
looking forward and looking back – that’s 
the metaphorical frame through which 
we might appreciate, understand and 
above all enjoy the artworks that define 
the career of Douglas Chambers from 
1991 to now. Time, and the artworks that 
mark its passage, highlight and inform 
the context within which this artist thinks 
and acts, ensuring his exhibitions are 
always edifying and exciting. Just such 
an exhibition has been made possible by 
Bunbury Regional Art Galleries (BRAG), 
providing Western Australians and other 
visitors with a unique opportunity to 
experience this context first hand. 

All paintings ultimately relate to time; it 
is ever present even if only indirectly. It 
exists in the time artists invest in their 
making; the time the beholder devotes 
to looking, thinking and seeing; the time 
it takes for the image to engage our 
intelligence and spark our imagination; 
and the time that an artwork carves 
itself in our memories. However, time is 
never an incidental concept in Douglas 
Chambers’ paintings. His art consistently 
engages with the complexities of time, 

and his individual artworks draw meaning 
from the temporality of perception. In 
Night Journey 1999 (Fig. 1) the artist 
considers how, as naturally diurnal 
animals, we perceive and move through 
darkness. Night and day are skilfully 
inverted and we are drawn in to this world 
by the fixed stare of an owl. The nocturnal 
hunter’s locked gaze seems to suspend 
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time for as long as it takes for us to realise 
that the prey in this scene is actually we, 
the viewers. In a typically humorous twist 
from the artist, the barest outline of a 
human form falls airily through the night 
in sharp counterpose to the unequivocal 
presence of the solidly painted owl and 
field of leaping hares below.

Artists throughout history have been 
drawn to observe the multifarious nature 
of time, often incorporating its signs and 
symbol into their art or making it the 
focus of their imagery. The seasons and 
their transition; the changing rhythms 
of the day and then night; the process 
of aging cycling inevitably from youth, 
through maturity and on to death; the 
sensation of movement versus a frozen 
moment. Although one way or another, 
time penetrates any subject matter of 
art, not every artist has the knowledge, 
skill and intellectual responsiveness 
to address these phenomena directly. 
There are many paintings in Chambers’ 
repertoire which demonstrate such rare 
abilities but the very best examples such 
as The Spring 1997 (Fig. 4), date from 
around the time he relocated his home 
and studio to Balingup, where orchards, 
forests and native bushland intertwine 
through the Blackwood River Valley. 

Chambers’ embeds the painting with 
the visual splendour and ineffable joy of 
a tree in full bloom. But he draws us in 
to spend time in the painting by placing 
a flat, cut out shape – an unmistakably 

female form – in the dark void at the foot 
of the tree. In we go, then up through its 
branches as a galaxy of blossoms burst 
across the canvas like.

Douglas Chambers has an abiding 
fascination with the temporality of art 
and of life, and all points in time are 
treated as plausible starting points for a 
painting. With a consistency of vision and 
diversity of technical skills, the images 
he arrives at are convincingly ‘real’ and 
always firmly in the present. English 
Man 2003 (Fig. 3) for example, engages 
us in a visual wrangle between a large, 
flat shape resembling a tumbling figure 
with wings and a bottomless expanse of 
painterly autumn leaves. The aesthetic 
tension and formal contradictions in 
this image are compelling. But for the 
artist, the higher task has been to use 
the spatial and pictorial possibilities of 
this particular composition to capture 
a cogent memory from his past. The 
artist recalls with poignant clarity, the 
terror and dislocation of the London 
Blitz before his family finally reunited in 
an old manor house near Epping Forest. 
One visual memory of this self-described 
paradise is of himself as a young boy, 
cartwheeling across the forest floor with 
a rare sense of freedom. The achievement 
of paintings such as English Man it that 
they capture complex notions of time, 
memory, experience and emotion with 
such engaging visual brevity. 

Like the great artists of history that he 
rates most highly, artists such as Pierre 
Bonnard, Henri Matisse, Pablo Picasso 
and Francis Bacon, Chambers has always 
used paint to explain the world rather 
than to simply copy it. His paintings 

Like the great artists 

of history that he rates 

most highly... Chambers 

has always used paint to 

explain the world rather 

than to simply copy it.



are never timeless but avoid 
being anachronistic because 
they continue to privilege 
the artist’s current thoughts, 
observations and experience 
in their conceptualisation and 
construction. In his most recent 
body of work, Chambers has 
shifted his attention to bees 
and the myriad ways we can 
appreciate their presence in 
the past and present world. His 
unwavering approach that has 
sustained a remarkable career for 
over five decades continues in the 
genuine fascination he reveals 
for his subject and palpable enjoyment 
he derives from the physical act of 
making, arranging and manipulating 
his images. Familiar strategies using 
collage, repetition, colour and texture 
are redeployed in playful ways in each 
of these works, with his latest triptych, 
Bee Hive 2014 (Fig. 5) deftly capturing 
the dynamic life and energetic rhythms 
synonymous with bee life. 

At 80 years of age, Chambers continues 
to make a significant and increasingly 
unique contribution to the field of 
contemporary art, where complexity 
and intelligence is the lingua franca and 
challenging traditional perceptions is still 
the name of the game. If important art of 
today can be understood as that made in 
the current context of an artist’s present 
life experience, then he continues to 

be one of Western Australia’s most 
significant and serious contemporary 
artists. In a world under threat from what 
he terms ‘glance art,’ mass produced 
images for a flickering, throw-away 
world, the art of Douglas Chambers is 
something of a call to arms; challenging 
us to take our time, to look closer, to think 
harder and above all, seek out images 
that mean something and matter.

Catherine Czerw, Curator, April 2015
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with the artist on February 27, 2015 
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BioGrAPHY
1935  Born London, England
1952-56     National Diploma in 

Design (Painting), 
Walthamstow School of 
Art, London

1957-58  British National Service
1959-61 Graduate Diploma 

Painting and Ceramics, 
Royal College of Art 
London

1961 Lives in south of France 
on Rome and Abbey 
Scholarship.

1961-62 Returns to England. 
Teaches at Charterhouse 
School.

1963-70  Travels to Jamaica. Marries 
first wife Judy. Teaches 
at Jago High School then 
Jamaica School of Art.

1969  Son Shaun born in Jamaica
1966  Extensive travel in Mexico
1967  Extensive travel in USA
1970    Daughter Zoe born on 

return to England
1970-80 Arrives in Australia. 

Teaches at WAIT (now 
Curtin University)

1982  Travels to Northern 
Territory. Teaches at 
Darwin Institute of 
Technology.

1984 Returns to Perth
1986  Moves to Albany 

-Establishes and teaches 
at Curtin University of 
Technology, School of Art 
Annexe     

1989 Receives Creative 
Development Fellowship 
from the WA Dept.the 
Arts.

  Suffers a heart attack and 
undergoes open heart 
surgery.

1991 Art Gallery of Western 
Australia (AGWA) presents 
mid-career Survey 
Exhibition.

1996    Returns to Perth and takes 
a studio at the Fremantle 
Artists Foundation.

1999 Moves to Balingup and 
establishes a studio and 
home with second wife 
Kasia.

seLecteD soLo exHiBitioNs
1974  Old Fire Station Gallery, 

Perth
1978 Review Exhibition, 

Fremantle Art Centre 
(FAC)

1979  Undercroft Gallery, UWA 
(with Mac Betts)

1980  Galerie Düsseldorf, Perth
1981  Galerie Düsseldorf, Perth
1982  Galerie Düsseldorf, Perth
1985  Galerie Düsseldorf, Perth 

(small paintings and 
linocuts from the North 
West)

1987  Galerie Düsseldorf, Perth
1989  Galerie Düsseldorf, Perth
1990  Chapman Gallery, 

Canberra
1991  Douglas Chambers: An 

Overview, Festival of 
Perth Exhibition, Myer 
Atrium, Perth

  Chapman Gallery, 
Canberra

 Douglas Chambers: A 
Survey, AGWA, Perth

1992 Works on Paper, Rex Irwin 
Gallery Sydney

1993 Recent Paintings, Rex 
Irwin, Sydney

1998  Recent Paintings, Galerie 
Düsseldorf

2000  New Paintings and 
Constructions, Galerie 
Düsseldorf

2004  Then and Now: Recent 
Paintings, Galerie 
Düsseldorf

2010 Goddess and Other 
Themes, Galerie 
Düsseldorf 

seLecteD GroUP exHiBitioNs
1954-56 New English Art Club, RBA 

Gallery, London
1958  Royal Academy of Art, 

London
1958-61  Young Contemporaries, 

RBA Gallery, London
1966-69  Travelling Exhibition - 

Cuba, Canada and West 
Indies

1969  Jamaica Government 
Painting Award

1973  Four Painters Exhibition, 
Desborough Gallery, Perth

1974 Young Contemporaries 
Exhibition, Undercroft 
Gallery, UWA

1976 Inaugural Exhibition, 
Gallery G, Perth

1977  New Work by Six Artists, 
Praxis Gallery, Perth

1982  Critics Choice, AGWA
1983  George’s Invitation 

Exhibition, Melbourne
  Bougainvillea Art Award
  Northern Territory Award
1984  Pegasus Art Award, 

AGWA
1985  Five Painters in Western 

Australia, Galerie 
Düsseldorf, (Festival of 
Perth Exhibition)

  Fremantle Drawing Prize, 
FAC

  Albany Invitation 
Exhibition

  Mandorla Art Prize
  Artists’ Self Portrait 

Drawings by 24 WA 
Artists, FACe

 Five Painters in WA, 
Festival of Perth,  Galerie 
Düsseldorf, Perth

1986  Nigel Hewitt, Marie Hobbs 
and Douglas Chambers, 
FAC

 BP Australia Ltd Art 
Award, AGWA

1987  Albany Invitation 
Exhibition

1988  Australian Contemporary 
Art Fair, Melbourne

 (Represented by Galerie 
Düsseldorf, Perth)

1989  The Matilda Bay 
Restaurant Art Prize, 
Perth 

 Centenary 9 x 5 Exhibition, 
Heidelberg and Heritage, 
National Gallery of 
Victoria

1990  Australian Contemporary 
Art Fair, Melbourne 

 (Represented by Galerie 
Düsseldorf, Perth)

1991 The Western Australian 
Painting Exhibition, Sanyo 
Gallery, Tokyo

1995  Mandorla Art Award
1996 AFWA Group Exhibition, 

Fremantle Arts Centre
1997  Swingtime, Lawrence 

Wilson Art Gallery, UWA
 Artist in Residence 

Exhibition, Perth Institute 
of Contemporary Art

1999 Mine Own Executioner, 
Mundaring Arts Centre

2000  Melbourne Contemporary 
Art Fair, Melbourne 

 (Represented by Galerie 
Düsseldorf, Perth)

2002  Joondalup Invitation Art 
Award

 Cossack Art Awards
  Love Your Work, FAC
  Boundless:  Contemporary 

Art from Country WA, 
AGWA

 2003 Cossack Art Awards
  BankWest Contemporary 

Art Prize
2004 Cossack Art Awards
2006 Figuration in the West, 

Galerie Düsseldorf
2007   Vasse Art Award
 SW Times Survey 

Exhibition, BRAG
2010 SW Survey Exhibition, 

BRAG
2011 SW Survey Exhibition, 

BRAG
2012 Stations of the Cross, 

Wesley Church, Perth

seLecteD AwArDs
1960  Rome and Abbey 

Scholarship
1968  Jamaica Government 

Painting Award
1976  Visual Arts Board, 

Australia Council Grant
1985  Albany Invitation 

Exhibition Painting Award
1985  The Holmes à Court 

Invitation Prize
1986  Albany Art Competition 

‘Caltex Art Award’, Open 
Prize

1986  Geraldton Sunshine 
Festival Art Prize

1987 Katanning Art Prize, Oil 
Section

1988  Bi-Centennial Royal 
Agricultural Art Prize

1989  The Matilda Bay 
Restaurant Art Prize

1989  Creative Development 
Fellowship, Department 
for the Arts

2002 Cossack Art Awards, 
Painting Prize

2004 Cossack Art Awards, 
Invited Artist Prize

2007 SW Times Survey 
Exhibition Acquisitive Art 
Prize, BRAG

coMMissioNs
1990  Festival of Perth poster
1992-93  Relief mural, Federal Law 

Courts, Perth
1997 Mosaic mural, Family Law 

Courts, Perth
2001 Public Art, Marlston 

Waterfront, Bunbury

coLLectioNs
Numerous corporate, local 
government and private collections.
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