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a letter to danila

Dear Danila

Pardon me for directing this letter to you with no intermediary (if we can agree that an intermediary suitable for such 
a task might actually exist) but I know of no more direct way of communicating with you, and I trust that you will 
recognize the simplicity of my intentions.

After all since I’ve re-acquainted myself with your life and work you have taught me, even if unknowingly, that such 
clear-eyed approaches to seemingly bewildering issues can often generate unexpected transformations.

Over the last year or so I’ve felt both the scalding hot and in turn the icy fingers of just such a transformation. I’m not 
really sure how it’s unfolded but perhaps simply the state of the world has, even if only in part, facilitated it. 

So all I can do in response is share with you an account of how I first came across images of your work and stories of 
your life, and what ensued as a consequence. 

I’m thankful for your patience in reading this narrative and I hope for your understanding and consideration in your 
contemplation of its contents. 

*

I first saw your paintings as an adolescent, leafing through your 1959 Melbourne exhibition catalogue that had been 
gathering dust for years on the shelves of my high school library. 

I was immediately intrigued by the unusual feel your paintings radiated, vastly different from reproductions of the 
work of other post-war Australian artists I had seen, such as Arthur Boyd, Sidney Nolan, Albert Tucker, Carl Plate, 
Thomas Gleghorn, Grace Cossington-Smith, Margaret Preston, Godfrey Miller and my then favourite Ian Fairweather. 

The images I then saw of your work did not seem at the time to be visual reproductions of paintings, but declarations 
of feeling, perhaps as an inevitable response to what I can only now understand to have been your experience of the 
endemic anxiety, chaos and pervasive social disorder that both preceded and followed the Second World War. 

It seemed to me that this turmoil manifested in your paintings as a mix of hope and melancholy, a kind of empathetic 
reaching out to those you saw living difficult lives in blissfully happy ignorance. 

Perhaps, and this is only an assumption, you attempted to acknowledge through such an action the tremendous 
inequalities that were everywhere besetting your world.

I am no more equipped to understand any of this now than I was as an adolescent, struggling to find whatever 
meaning I could on the shelves of my high school library.

But something stirred in me that day as your instinctive approach to manifesting the conviction alive in your inner 
world so directly seeded itself deep inside my young, raw soul. 

Even if this unexpected planting never produced a green-leafed outcome, I can tell you that whenever I have stood at 
the forking of the paths that lead in turn to either the unfamiliarity of a clear-eyed view or to the familiarity that afflicts 
self-deceit, I’ve inevitably thought of your life-journey marked by a constant determination to always describe the 
world as it is, however costly it might prove to both your career and your state of mind. 

And each time I have stood at the path’s forking I have inevitably chosen the way that leads to unfamiliarity, which 
paradoxically is often accompanied, by the challenging clarity it gifts us. 

On that melancholy winter afternoon in 1963 I was so affected by what I saw and read in the catalogue that I took it 
home with me, and, I’m ashamed to say I never returned it. 

I needed to keep it as the talisman of what I sensed might be a possible future life.

*



Through the process of re-organizing my various archives that very catalogue (Memorial Exhibition at Melbourne’s 
Museum of Modern Art, 1959) re-surfaced in early 2020, and since then I have been periodically leafing through its few 
pages, intrigued both by your life’s journey and my own fascination with its ceaselessly quixotic searching.

As I came to learn more in various other publications it became obvious to me that by the end of your life you had felt 
largely neglected by your peers, and that your creative output was perceived at the time by most art world observers 
as that of a well-meaning if uneducated eccentric, whose depiction of poverty-stricken, post-war inner Melbourne 
and of frontier life in the Mallee was the shallow, overly romanticised response of an inept maverick. 

It’s fair to say that a handful of your peers valued both your life and your practice, and a few even saw you as a visionary. 

As did John Reed, in whose arms you died after you suffered a heart attack in Heide’s kitchen on a late 1958 autumn 
afternoon. 

And as did Arthur Boyd, who offered these comments on the occasion of your memorial exhibition: 

‘I believe that as a teacher he was of great importance to the modern movement in Australia. His art itself is something 
rare and beautiful, which has added greatly to our experience and has enriched our lives’. 

And your loyal friend Albert Tucker, who after your passing described you in this way: 

‘And Vassilieff the man? He was a rich and sombre presence, who carried with him the odour of Byzantium and of 
the Caucasian Steppes. In his life he expressed to the full the pathos and loneliness, the violence and tragedy of our 
human condition. 

This unique man has a curious splendour; he was an ikon in the bush, a gift, a mystery that informed us all. My wish 
for you Danila is that you have found your home at last’

Although at the time of your death you had little reason to anticipate that an immediate revision of widespread 
negative critical opinion would follow your passing, ironically, in a little more than twelve months a re-assessment of 
your work had begun.

Only the previous year widely respected art critic Alan McCulloch (‘The Herald’, Melbourne) had been scathing in his 
reviews of your exhibition, terming your work ‘absurd, jovial and adventitious’ and describing the images in your last 
paintings  ‘unlike any shapes in the external world’. 

All of this distressed you deeply, but McCulloch began his review of your 1959 Memorial Exhibition with an apology: 

‘During his life Vassilieff’s art was appreciated by the few but neglected by the many. 

Very reluctantly, I include myself among the list of those who failed to give full credit to the artist for all the qualities 
manifested in the show. 

The truth was that Vassilieff despised those refinements of technique, which are apt to side-track even the most 
careful judgements. 

His works often appeared crude and childlike and indeed, in the technical sense, they were. 

But looking at this representation of his total output such crudities disappear and one becomes aware of a warm 
spontaneous talent expressing itself with great vitality and human feeling.’ 

The Herald, Melbourne 10 June 1959.

Sadly, this re-assessment came too late for you to appreciate. 

* 

As I recently leafed through the newly-found Memorial Exhibition catalogue I recognized once more the unadorned 
street-life you recorded in your paintings as the strangely melancholy one my family and I had experienced when we 
first arrived in Melbourne following our journey from Trieste, which took us, along with many others, as far away from 
the post-war misery of a broken Europe as possible.



Through our first year in Melbourne we lived behind a hairdressing salon in Fitzroy’s Smith Street, and I know you must 
have walked those very streets daily because the images I was now seeing of your Fitzroy paintings emanated to me 
the very feel of what I had experienced that first year.

So much so that as I viewed them i felt something unexpected and new arise in me, which I now understand to be the 
transformative power of truth-telling.  

And immediately I asked myself; what might have been your motivation in depicting the streets of Fitzroy in such a 
truthfully unadorned way?  

Were you hoping, I speculated, that such directness, perhaps fuelled by your own early experiences of poverty and 
conflict, might have led to a kind of new awareness of the social chaos that was then pervading most of the world? 

Did you dream that such an aesthetic, unconcerned as it was with appearance, might offer a clear-eyed view of the 
world as-it-is, perhaps eventually leading to the possibility that a newly-awakened consciousness might bring about 
significant social change? 

This hope, I eventually concluded, no matter how simplistic or naïve it might have seemed to others, constituted the 
entirety of your life-long quixotic quest.

The celebrated American short story writer Raymond Carver quotes Anton Chekov in the preface of one of his stories 
with the following aphorism: ‘Why not simply say what happened?’ A pang of recognition struck me as I read this 
sometime in the late 1980’s.  ‘Vassilieff!!’ I immediately thought.

I suspect that you concluded early in your youth that the stark circularity of life’s cause and effect teaches one most 
emphatically how counterproductive the sugar coating of daily experiences is, even if in the short term it might 
conjure up seemingly everlasting blue skies overhead, albeit through the perpetuation of a lie. 

I can hear you exclaiming: ‘Things must be seen exactly as they are! One must be courageous! Face the outcome with 
a clear-eyed gaze and resist the urge to see the world as you want it to be for that’s the road to disaster!’

*

I can’t remember exactly when I decided to try and find the fishing shack, if indeed it still existed, that you had lived 
and worked in through the last couple of years of your life. 

Though I had known about it for over six decades I suddenly wanted to find it and to stand in its shade, watching the 
river’s flow as you must have. 

I’d heard that its location was somewhere near Buronga, on the almost inaccessible northern banks of the Murray 
River. I have spent many sunlit mornings tramping along both sides of the banks from Buronga to Merbein, but I’ve 
had no luck in finding even a trace of it.

But in the end finding it or not didn’t seem to matter much. Either way, I have recently concluded, the search itself has 
been most rewarding. 

On such mornings I’ve come to more deeply appreciate how the light shimmers on the flowing water, how it effects 
the mind and how it transports the observer to other spaces, other times and to other, unexpected, thoughts. 

So much so that I sometimes forgot what the purpose of my walk had been, what I had been searching for. At such 
times walking along the river’s edge has been the key to a deeper understanding of how living in such close proximity 
to its endless flow can affect one’s sense of time. 

I’ve spent many hours in the presence of your last paintings (now in the collection of the Mildura Art Centre) through 
which you translated, even transmuted, the river’s life force and its ancient power into your own pictorial language. 

I’ve concluded that no matter how different these paintings look from those you made some thirty years earlier when 
you walked the Fitzroy streets, the urge to search for and transmit whatever truth you happened to be facing at each 
moment still motivated all your decisions, even as you reached the end of your life.



This commitment to truth-telling through your art has come to constitute for me an exemplary act of courage.

At times as I’ve walked along the river’s banks I have considered if there might be an action more courageous than 
simply saying what is.

Especially if what one holds dear is at stake, like one’s happiness or peace of mind or right to joy. Or even one’s career.  
And I’ve concluded that there is not.
 
Consequently over the last couple of years I’ve increasingly longed to find a way to homage you, Danila, and all that 
your actions have taught me. 

Perhaps not so much taught, because I cannot claim to have learned much in my life as an artist, but more in recognition 
of the insights your life-long commitment keeps offering us all.

You attempted to pass on such insights to many of course, of all ages and backgrounds, but your approach to the 
creative life was never accepted by those who could have facilitated its legitimacy beyond the limited bounds of the 
schools you briefly taught in or the social circles you temporarily, albeit awkwardly, frequented.

Pardon me for saying this, but of course you know it well, because towards the end of your life you remarked on it 
often. You were, as all migrants understandably are, limited in your understanding of what was acceptable behaviour 
in a world that was not your own. 

Beyond that you were too easily irritated, as you have freely admitted, by your belief that most of your peers followed 
oppressively restrictive societal conventions. 

This aspect of your character meant that even if your presence was a source of stimulation, even pleasure, albeit for 
many at a safe distance, your utter rejection of convention made it almost impossible for the broad range of your 
peers to fully embrace you, either as an artist or as a companion. 

*

Your creative output, like your essence, was hewn out of humble, easy to source materials.  

Most of your paintings were made using oil tubes discarded by others or half-empty tins of left-over house enamel 
paints, all applied to raw plywood surfaces devoid of a gesso ground or any preparation at all. 

You quarried your own granite and limestone, sourced in the hills around Warrandyte, using it to either build your own 
house (which you aptly named Stonygrad) or to carve your luminously sinewy forms, seeing no boundary between 
your lived life and your practice. 

As a consequence you lived your relationships spontaneously, improvising endlessly, much as you might with a 
painting or a sculpture. This of course did not endear you to many of your companions.

Most of your last works, found loosely piled on the dirt floor of your last home, the tiny fishing hut in Buronga, were 
painted on torn sheets of the ‘Sunraysia Daily’, the Mallee’s local newspaper, published here in Mildura. Inevitably 
every time I leaf through an edition or even simply see a copy I think of you.

You had always believed that what was necessary to make your work was already in front of you; you didn’t need to 
seek the ‘right’ materials because in your view they were always already at hand, however and from wherever they 
might have appeared. 

You consequently made no qualitative or aesthetic judgement about any potentially usable material and then, in 
order to reach new and unexpected outcomes, you simply employed it for a new task!

Once launched into your new venture you worked in an urgent release of feeling, purposely bypassing the technical 
aspects of any project you were focused on, which were then universally respected and accepted as the parameters 
of quality by his fellow artists, but also by critics and consequently by collectors.

You believed these techniques and conventions to be no more than hindrances to guaranteeing the authenticity of 
both what was firstly received by you as well as its subsequent expression.



And the single most important quality, the crucial catalyst that finally transmuted into manifest form the countless 
insights that swirled formlessly within the crucible of your consciousness, was courage.

The courage to uphold your beliefs against the mainstream’s current and the courage to resist, when it was offered, 
the seduction of honours and praise from those whose views you could not align with. Finally, the courage to live 
with dignity in the midst of utter rejection, a condition common to many of those who choose to live the creative life.

In the light of my understanding (or perhaps it’s more appropriate to define these thoughts as assumptions or even 
simply intuitions) of how your inner life defined your actions and then their eventual outcomes I considered, over the 
last year, just how I might approach the making of my homage to you.

I eventually decided that in order to acknowledge your quintessential philosophy (obtained by subjecting various 
contrary beliefs to the fiery crucible of your being) as authentically as possible I needed to adopt your approach to 
practice so I could eventually shape my homage into its appropriate ‘Danila’ form. 

Consequently I decided to use only what materials I could source from my own archives and studio as the platform for 
each of the homages, each now awaiting a newly repurposed destiny as components of an entwining.

But beyond using materials sourced from my archive as components of each of these energetic entwinings, what 
might constitute their content, Danila?

I decided to assemble each one around an image of one of your paintings, chosen at random from a selection of your 
work ranging from the 1930’s to the 1950’s. But how would I begin? 

I didn’t presume to apply a specific methodology to their making, because I wanted to allow the process to define 
itself. 

I decided I would begin by tracing the energetic reach of one of your painterly narratives on the surface of one of 
my previously archived works, without attempting to achieve any visual equivalence with it or to re-engage with my 
own, but simply seeking to somehow entwine one with the other. The appearance of this word surprised me, but it 
appeared spontaneously and I followed its prompting. 

And just how might I select from my archive the paintings I would use as platforms for each of the homages?

The premise that defined the selection process was the following: I have never believed that any of my works were 
ever fully completed. 

I consider them as simply having been ‘paused’ at a particular moment of their gestation, and if a certain amount of 
time passes beyond that moment the journey then becomes too difficult to resume. Consequently the ‘completion’ 
status of any of my archived works is defined by whether its pausing becomes, through the passing of time, too 
difficult to awaken, to resume. 

So some are simply in a state of rest awaiting either a radical re-purposing or the resumption of their journey towards 
their permanent rest; I considered that in either case they’re perhaps awaiting a kind of resurrection. 

So it became a matter of identifying which works were either temporarily paused or conversely which ones had by 
now passed the moment of a potential resumption of their journey - having achieved a permanent state of quietude; 
an ongoing solitary and still solitude, which can never be disturbed. 

On searching through my archives I came across a number of works that were still alive in this way and were therefore 
open to their re-purposing and available to being transmuted into homage to your life and work. 

But Danila, I am under no illusion that any of this is conclusive; I have simply chosen to believe it, through the last year 
or so, as comforting sustenance. 

*

I must tell you something else, which may or may not be relevant to you. 

In 2009 I worked on another homage project titled more-is-u-thrill-oh*, in which I attempted to understand the chasm 
between Maurice Utrillo’s** inner life, torn apart as it was by alcoholism, social rejection and mental illness, and the 
colourful representations he painted until his death of the streets and architecture of his beloved Montmartre.



The serene images Utrillo made were in direct contradiction to his inner turmoil and perhaps constituted a reprieve 
from his suffering, whereas your images depict (and pardon me for simply assuming this) the ongoing alignment 
between the outer world and your innermost feelings, ultimately manifesting as visual imagery.   

So the difference, and I needed to understand this, between what moved you to make your paintings and what 
moved Maurice Utrillo to paint his street scenes was this; his paintings of Montmartre served to conceal his inner 
turmoil, whereas your paintings of Fitzroy (and later images of your Murray dreamscapes) were made in order to reveal 
both your own sense of dislocation, even torment, and that of each of the characters you depicted. 

In an attempt to further clarify for myself the paradoxical relationship between Utrillo’s psychology and the making of 
his paintings, once I had completed my version of his Montmartre streetscapes I carefully scraped all the coloured oil 
paint off each surface, removing in this way what I proposed was simply the concealment of the terror that was laying 
inarticulately underneath.

This action might finally reveal the endlessly grey, monochromatic patchwork substrata of the artist’s inner turmoil, 
which had been concealed by the paint’s obfuscation.  Perhaps, I reasoned, revealing the oppressively thick emotional 
fog that had beset him from his infancy right to the end of his life. 

I varnished this grey patchwork version of his streetscapes over and over again in an attempt to preserve what to me 
seemed to be precious evidence of the artist’s life-long suffering, now no longer concealed as coloured paint. 

Utrillo’s use of paint was so vastly different from yours, Danila; his purpose was to conceal what lay beneath and yours 
was to reveal it.

I’ve read somewhere, or have perhaps imagined it, that your favourite book of the New Testament in the Russian 
Synodal Bible is St John’s Book of Revelation, in which at each turn substance is privileged over appearance.  

*

So, to clarify; the homages acknowledging and celebrating your life and art have manifested as entwinings, each 
comprising both a reference to one of your paintings (whether visual or substantive) and one or more of my previously 
archived works, now resurrected as the platform around which each homage unfolds and entwines, much like a 
Dionysian vine. 

Finally as I looked around the studio one afternoon contemplating the totality of the entwinings I understood how 
deeply each one existed as a singularity, manifesting itself unequivocally within its own energetic field, vastly different 
both in appearance and feel from any of the others. 

Paradoxically, after a time I began to sense that the sum of all eight entwinings itself exists as a singularity, composed 
of a number of separate parts animating a single body whose sole focus and intent is to homage your life and work.

How many selves have contributed to this single homage? The anxiety that suddenly arises in me as I ask myself that 
question has beset me for the whole of my life, generated by my disinterest in maintaining any visual consistency in 
the forms that seem to have manifested through each of my projects. 

At times I have gone into my studio very late at night, deciding to make an unexpected visit, almost as if I might in 
this way surprise the collections of components that I imagined had decided in my absence to assemble themselves 
in other kinds of forms, foreign to me, obeying vastly different rules in order to ensure an entirely different outcome. 

But no, all always at first seemed to be as I had left it earlier that day, though gradually my response to what was 
in front of me in time became one of genuine surprise, bewilderment even. What were these strangely awkward 
creatures doing in my studio? And who was responsible for their existence, for their unappealing nature? 

For a moment their ugliness and awkwardness, which had not been apparent to me through their making suddenly 
asserted its undoubted presence, only to very slowly subside with the passing of time. And then rise again.

But the truth is I’ve never been interested in the forms that have manifested as outcomes to my questioning, only in 
whatever authenticity I have managed to maintain through the questioning process itself. 

As a corollary I have reasoned that if my inquiry is generated by a deep and genuine curiosity then the forms that most 
accurately reflect that process will make themselves.



After all, who am I to question them? I am simply the artist (or rather my preferred term apocalyptist, or unveiler 
of hitherto invisible forms) and as such I am only responsible for maintaining the correct ethical parameters of the 
questioning process each project demands of me. None of the forms that might manifest in response to my questions 
are really any of my business. 

I must reveal to you Danila that a constant companion through the making of my homage has been Italo Calvino’s ‘Six 
Memos for the Next Millenium’, and explicitly the last chapter titled ‘Multiplicity’. On page 118 he quotes Paul Valery 
(from Cahiers XII.722): ‘I have sought, I am searching, and I will search for what I call the Total Phenomenon, that is, the 
totality of conscience, relations, conditions, and impossibilities ‘. 

He speaks of many others as well who have also embraced the idea that the most profitable response to describing 
what-is might most be the one described through the mandala of multiplicity: he offers us many examples in the 
writings of Dante, Thomas Mann, Georges Perec, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Raymond Queneau, Jorge Luis Borges, 
Ovid and James Joyce…  

Encouraged and comforted by such examples since my early twenties, including those of Elizabeth Grosz, Helen 
Cixous and Luce Irigaray, I long ago embraced with gusto the map-less, direction-less, un-signposted rhizome I 
found myself journeying.  

*

Danila, forgive me this aside, but I must confess that I have long deeply desired to be as quixotic as you have been. 

All my life, as I have made work either in my studio or conceived it in my head, I have attempted to purposefully seek 
what some may term disaster, perhaps even court failure through identifying possible knots and difficulties as the first 
step of any project, forcibly turning myself away from the urge to seek balance and completion, because I believed 
that the sum of more troubling insights, even if seemingly peripheral, might result in a meaning more foreign, and so 
more challenging.  

Have I ever succeeded in my attempt to effectively turn away from the urge to indulge in what has often come easily 
to me, and then as a result to un-fulfil my innate ‘good’ taste?  I’m not sure; perhaps I have, perhaps I haven’t. 

I certainly could never claim that my practice has attained, or ever attempted to, a visually recognizable form or a 
‘style’, as it was termed during your time.  

Yet paradoxically I could most certainly argue that its underlying inquiry has been mostly informed by a single 
question, which could be effectively reduced to: who is it that says ‘I’? 

In other words, who is the artist? 

I have attempted to facilitate the ongoing questioning by a constant effort to blur the boundary that separates visible 
from invisible, even seeking to visibilize the invisible, which includes not only what is never seen but also what is never 
legitimized as even existing, visible or not.

Can I put it this way Danila? As we consider these questions the path we journey on suddenly forks and we are 
suddenly faced with a choice; which branch shall we take?

The first clearly signposted branch directly leads to the Garden Of The Known. Its many well-lit entrances are always 
open, its well-trodden pathways shady in summer and sunny in winter, its seating arranged in regular patterns, 
facilitating the best possible viewing of its many treasures, its fountains refreshingly cool and surrounded by plentiful 
and familiarly fragrant flora.

This is the garden most of us seek in order to enjoy the solace of the comfortingly familiar.

The second branch is scrubby and unkempt and is not signposted at all. Its many bends and detours finally lead to the 
Garden Of The Unknown, indistinguishable at first from the rest of the forlorn continuum we journey upon, overrun 
as it is with weeds and scraps. 

One enters it through a secret opening that’s almost impossible to find in the seamlessly ragged hedge that surrounds 
it. Yet no matter how discomfiting its broken-down appearance might seem once we can make our way inside our 
innocence is seemingly somehow restored and our desire to question, search and explore is re-invigorated.



But this branch leads to constant uncertainty, even if we are eventually able to locate its well-concealed entrance. And 
once inside is it possible to ever recognize its true nature? And should such recognition indeed miraculously occurs 
will we be able to successfully resist the overwhelming urge to flee from the challenging tasks it demands of us?

Perhaps Danila, simply entering the Garden of the Unknown and confronting the many illusory pathways that appear 
and then suddenly vanish might well constitute the entirety of my homage to you. 

And if I can remain clear-eyed for long enough while I journey its pathways then what might have seemed ugly to me, 
or perhaps simply un-meaningful, might suddenly gain new meaning, new value.  Concepts such as ‘right’, ‘wrong’, 
‘beautiful’ and ‘ugly’ might then dissolve much in the way time does. 

What ultimately remains as the residue of such a journey is meaning, at times seemingly illogical or even irrational 
when compared to previous concepts of such a word, but somehow abundantly, richly and un-mistakenly palpable.

Pardon me Danila for these moments of self-reflection, when it’s your life and practice I mean to focus on. But somehow 
through such reflections the rhizome seems to trace its way to many unexpected considerations and consequent 
conclusions that, even if I take into account my endemic perceptual fragility, I still find bewildering, and so impossible 
to refute. 

*

Finally, at a certain point along the making of each entwining I sensed that I needed to place a chair in front of it, in 
order that you may sit and consider, along with me, what is in front of you at leisure and in your own time. 

I wanted to provide a still place for you from which to contemplate for as long as you may desire each entwining and 
any questions that may arise from it. But then what kind of chair would I pair with each entwining; what colour would 
it be, what size and shape? 

I decided to use the smallest chairs I had, ones my children had played with when they were small. There’s a sense of 
innocence in how you approached each day and I wanted to keep faith with that.

I will leave the chairs in place through the exhibition, just in case you may want, at some point, to return to the stillness 
and perhaps to the questioning. 

Through the placing and displacing of the tiny chairs I have found the quality of your absence more mysteriously 
gratifying than any presence might.

*

Resurrection; it’s an interesting word, isn’t it Danila? 

I have thought of that word in a new way, in the hope that the energetic entwining of your presence in and around each 
homage manifests untouched and apparent on its very skin, in the same way that your directness and transparency 
allowed your inner life to become visible, both directly to the ones closest to you and on the surface of each of your 
paintings.  

My own wish is that riding on the coat tails of your exemplary transparency my inner turmoil might at last be exposed 
to the outer world’s blue sky, to its air, wind and rain. And as I have approached the making of each entwining I have 
hoped you might lead me through its formation to a deeper appreciation of the space you struggled for and claimed 
for yourself.  

And even if I could only stand briefly at its threshold, I reasoned, peering into the vastness, I might at least gain an 
insight into what has deeply moved me about your painting and your life. 

Such insight, even if temporary, might gift me with a sense of how you approached both being and doing, offering me 
then a better understanding of the difference between the two. More cogently, perhaps even leading me to a deeper 
appreciation of what has driven your ongoing commitment, no matter the cost, to describing what-is. 

Dear Danila, I’m afraid that I am more Utrillo than Vassilieff, and the image I suddenly have in my mind in this moment 
is both somewhat comical, and forgive me, unashamedly romantic; it’s of you lifting both Maurice and I into an open-
ness, high into blue air, as Maurice hangs on to your ankles and I, desperately, hang on to his! Can you carry us both 
upwards, Danila? 



Not necessarily in the ambitious way some might speak about upward-ness, but simply as a movement into the bluest 
sky, into the space that Domenico Modugno, inspired as he was by Yves Klein’s obsession with blueness, so aptly 
described in his 1958 popular song, coincidentally the year of your passing.

The song’s lyrics describe an ascension (volare; flying) as a spiralling high above the clouds into blueness (nel blu 
dipinto di blu; inside a blue painted upon with blueness), inferring that what awaits the ascender might be a kind of 
redemption offered through the bestowing of a precious gift; the opportunity to explore an unknown vastness. 

My last question Danila is this; if I should ever find a way to ascend into the unknown Kleinian blueness might my 
permanence in its depths (however brief) lead me to a better understanding of the mystery I still pose to my other 
self? The one that watches me, and this I know, the one that is constantly astonished at what he observes? Are you 
still negotiating its vastness Danila?  

Finally, in closing I must confess a sadness to you. 

Having reflected evening after evening on all of the above I am left with the persistent feeling that something of great 
significance has evaded me and remains out of the reach of my understanding. 

Despite all that I have considered and written and done in homage of you I doubt that I have understood anything at 
all of you, and of any of the myriad reasons you lived your joyfully melancholy life in the way you did.

I believe that the true significance of my attempt has evaded me and I have no idea where to begin to search for it. 

But I suspect that it rests in plain sight inside what is common to each of us, no matter what gender we might be or 
where we come from, where we were born or how old we are, or even what we might believe in. 

And no matter how hard I try to sense its shape, to unearth it if it’s buried somewhere or to unveil it if it’s been 
forgotten in some dusty corner of a lost room, it simply refuses to appear in my mind, to form itself in thought. 

But I thank you Danila for alerting me to the possibility that simply sensing the absence of such meaning is itself a 
gift. Its welcome consequence is that the persistent hope that an understanding of this paradox might then somehow 
manifest can be put to rest as yet another irrelevant whimsy of the mind. 

Numberless times in the past, but especially through this journey with you, I have found that understanding can 
be inconsequential, even troublesome, when limited by mind. In such circumstances simply sensing an absence of 
meaning might be far more useful than any misshapen, misbegotten, approximated understanding of it.    

But then I believe it’s also possible to sense presence and I thank you for having once or twice graced me with what 
felt to me to be distinctly yours, very late at night in my Mildura studio. 
Danila, on such occasions did you make your way up from the fishing shack in Buronga? From the banks of the Murray 
all the way along Lemon Avenue to stand in my garden outside the studio door, your clothes and hands still wet from 
the day’s catch?

All you did was simply stand there in silence. But then it’s a long way, both in time and space, from the river’s slippery 
banks, isn’t it? And I understand, in the end that’s all you had to do and all you could do. 
Hope Number 9 has not been specified Danila and has been left for you to complete. In my mind I have dedicated it 
to the fulfilment of the dream’s uncertain realisation and to its entwining, however and wherever that may manifest.
Finally I ask your forgiveness for both the poverty of my language, which can only approximate the meaning I intuit, 
and for my impertinence in having addressed this letter directly to you.

Nel blu’ dipinto di blu’, Danila…

domenico de clario
august 2021



*more-is-u-thrill-oh was exhibited at the John Buckley Gallery (2009) in Melbourne. 

**Maurice Utrillo (1883-1955) was born in Montmartre quarted of Paris and was a painter of the School of Paris who 
specialized in cityscapes 

seven times thank you was exhibited at Goddard de Fiddes Gallery, Perth (2002); Arc 1 Gallery, Melbourne (2004), 
and the Art Gallery of South Australia for the Adelaide Biennale of Contemporary Art (2006). 

This project homaged seven deceased Australian painters that had in some way touched me deeply. They were: 
Clarice Beckett, Grace Cossington-Smith, Albert Namatjura, Ralph Balson, Howard Arkley, Elizabeth Kngwarreye and 
John Brack.

This is how I approached the making of each homage: I chose a reproduction that I felt particularly drawn to from 
each of the artists’ archives and I kept it as close to me as possible for one month, placing it next to my reading table 
at night and even wearing it on my person during the day. 

At the end of this period I would then in one sitting make a painting that I believed beyond loosely referring to the 
feel of each image I had chosen expressed some aspect of that artist’s particular energy. 

But what do I mean by feel? I mean an amalgam of individual history as well as cultural origin, of specific sensibility 
and touch; in short an authentic sense of the homaged artist’s essence and presence. 

I consequently referred to each of these seven completed paintings as ectoplasms, believing that each contained a 
kind of energetic field that was linked in some way to the homaged artist.  



Domenico de Clario

The specific Danila Vassilieff painting that de Clario referenced 

in the making of each homage is listed immediately below each 

title. This is followed by a description of the works (including their 

literary source) that de Clario identified from his own archive as the 

most appropriate components of each possible entwining.

All photos are by Fiona Hamilton Photography 



1. to awaken through art / 2021
danila vassilieff  / mildura wedding  1954  / oil on  composition board  91 x 122cm 
+
ddc/ a route for evanescence 1987 (emily dickinson poem 1880) / mixed media on plywood  
180 x 122 cm + blue child’s chair       



2. to believe in the moment / 2021 
danila vasslieff / planting of tulip  1955  / oil on plywood  61 x 46cm   
+
ddc / antediluvian 1988 (codex atlanticus 265 / leonardo da vinci 1478) / mixed media on 
plywood 122 x 190 cm  + white vanity chair



3. to abandon hypocrisy / 2021 
danila vassilieff  / hiroshima 1952  / oil on board 51 x 91cm
+
ddc / impassable (ten to ten) 1962-78 / mixed media on canvas 117 x 60 cm + impassable 
(japanese kanji) 2021 / mixed media on board 20 x 15 cm  + red stool + toy staircase    



4. to acknowledge simplicity / 2021
danila vassilieff / river bend warrandyte 1945  / oil on board 20 x 20cm
+
ddc / i feel the need of a deeper baptism 1996-2021 (shaker hymn 1792) / mixed media on 
polystyrene 124 x 90 cm  + river bend 2021 20 cm diameter / oil on board  + child’s cane 
chair



5. to affirm truthfulness / 2021
danila vassileff  / man drowning 1956 / mixed media on paper 39 x 29cm
+
ddc / antonin et son double 1988 (raymond carver 1985) / mixed media on aluminium 60 
x 40 cm + the sea and the bells 1988 (pablo neruda 1973) / mixed media on plywood 35 x 
40cm  + child’s coloured chair 



6. to redeem loneliness / 2021
danila vassilieff  / a lane in fitzroy 1957 /  oil on plywood 66 x 59cm
+
ddc / a message from the emperor 1991 (franz kafka 1917) / mixed media on found wood  
110 x 60 cm + fitzroy lane / oil on carpet 2021 40 x 30 cm  + white stool



7. to immerse in the spiritual / 2021
danila vassilieff / reflections 1958  /  mixed media on newsprint 30 x 40cm
+
ddc / innerly 1988 (rainer maria rilke 1918) / mixed media on plywood 100 x 70 cm + corn-
stare-lace-shone 1988 / mixed media on plywood 185 x 100 cm  + reflected  2021 / acrylic 
on canvas 30 x 40 cm  + child’s leather chair



8. to embrace timelessness / 2021
danila vassilieff  / red roses 1936  / oil on plywood 55 x 49 cm
+
ddc / late fragment  1988 (raymond carver 1988) / mixed media on found wood panel 60 
x 46 cm + eternity 1995 / oil on found painting 25 x 30 cm + later fragment 1991 / mixed 
media on canvas 25 x 20 cm  + child’s red chair 
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