An endeavour
(o understiand

Tomislav Nikolic is fascinated by ideas
around intuited meaning. His work,
Jane O'Sullivan discovers, investigates
how looking at something can have
profound effects on the way we feel.
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he momentum is building for Tomislav
Nikolic. 2015 will be the third year in
a row that his work has been exhibited
at Art Basel Hong Kong and the
exposure has been opening doors for
the Melbourne-based painter. His work
is now held in private collections in the Philippines,
Hong Kong, mainland China and Japan and his
dealer Andrew Jensen estimates that 50 per cent
of Nikolic’s work now goes to overseas collectors.

Nikolic has been exhibiting in Australia since
the early 1990s and at home too there has been
new interest in his work, helped along by a packed
exhibition schedule. Last year he exhibited a four-
part body of work across two separate exhibitions
at Jensen’s Sydney gallery. Both were well received
by local collectors.

His work was also exhibited in the high profile
exhibition Melbourne Now at the National Gallery
of Victoria and the gallery has since acquired the
painting, the 2013 work 3: We all have a dream of a
place we belong.

He insists his work doesn’t reproduce well. For
him, painting is a three-dimensional object and
photography only flattens it. For his last exhibition
at Jensen’s Sydney gallery, he applied multiple layers
of transparent colour washes to paper. “By applying
dozens or even hundreds of coats of paint it builds
up a density and a body of colour. When you’re
looking at what looks to be one solid colour, you’re




actually not looking at the surface, you’re looking
through hundreds of layers of paint,” he explains.
Only by looking at a work in the flesh can you get
the experience of “how that colour and that pigment
and that medium behaves,” he says.

Nikolic framed the works in museum glass, which
both reflects the viewer making them a part of the
work and also plays up the idea of looking through
layers.

He has also developed a technique of blending
marble dust with his paints, giving the paint the
quality of being both opaque and translucent. They
are works that show how colour and light cannot
be pulled apart.

His focus on experiential qualities is also shown
through the title he chose for his two exhibitions
last year: By an endeavor to understand. It’s a phrase
taken from the writings of Alice Bailey. Nikolic is
fascinated by esoteric philosophies and much of
Bailey’s writings are about telepathy. The way Bailey
describes it, telepathy is a catch-all term for intuited
meaning and non-verbal forms of communication.

Nikolic’s work seems very keyed in to this idea
that there are ways of communicating that we have
yet to understand. In the same way that scientific
studies about chemical signaling and pheromones
don’t tell us much about why we fall in love, Nikolic
is probing the mechanics of how simply looking at
something can make us feel a certain way.

For a past body of work, Eidos, he took a series of
paintings from the collection of the National Gallery
of Victoria - almost entirely figurative works - and
interpreted them in his abstract style. They included
asmall reclining nude by Henri Matisse, Duncan
Grant’s The Bathers and Picasso’s Weeping Woman.
He wanted to isolate and distil their essence as he
saw and experienced it. In some, the reference point
is scale, something that makes a work relatable to
the human figure. In others, it was the tiniest of
chromatic borrowings. But for some it was nothing
direct. It was just a feeling - however it might have
got there.

Tomislav Nikolic exhibits with Jensen Gallery, stand 3C33
at Art Basel Hong Kong 2015.
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*Nikolic is probing the
mechanics of how simply
looking at something can
make us feel a certain way.”
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1.

Tomislav Nikolic, reality which shines
under the envelope which envelopes

it, 2015. Acrylic, marble dust and
20ct citron gold leaf on canvas and
wood, 232 x 166 x 17cm.

2.

Tomislav Nikolic, All revelation,
however, when put into words and
word forms, loses something of its divine
clarity, 2015. Acrylic, marble dust,
23.75 platin gold leaf on linen and
wood, 154.6 x 139 x 6cm.

3.

Tomislav Nikolic, You won’t find me
there, I'm rising above, 2015. Acrylic,
marble dust, 13.5ct white gold leaf
on linen and wood, 97.5 x 84.8 x
10cm.

4.

Tomislav Nikolic, dazed by my own
escape from the single state I was used

to, 2015. Acrylic, marble dust and

museum glass on linen and wood,
106.5 x 119 x 10cm.
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