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In February 2008, Dr Alex Baker, NGV Curator 

of Contemporary Art, announced Gareth Sansom 

as winner of the John McCaughey Memorial 

Prize, a $100,000 prize to recognise the lifetime’s 

achievement of a senior Australian artist.

On the evening of the awards, at The Ian 

Potter Centre: NGV Australia, Gareth Sansom 

was typically – well, Gareth. He strolled up to 

the podium, looking a little rumpled, maybe 

a bit cross and off-hand, perhaps seemingly 

unprepared. But once on stage, he delivered 

a thoughtful speech that went some way to 

explaining the combination of provocative, 

devil-may-care attitude and steely determination 

that have marked his long career.

Sansom graduated from RMIT in 1964, 

but by then he had already held his fi rst 

solo exhibition. In 1982 he was a visiting 

artist at the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, 

the Netherlands, and in 1985 was artist-in-

residence at the University of Melbourne. 

Since then he has held more than forty 

solo exhibitions, including major surveys in 

1978 Gareth Sansom 1964–1978 at the 

RMIT Gallery, RMIT; in 1986 Gareth Sansom: 

After a career of more than 40 years in the arts, Gareth Sansom’s 
restless experimentation with technique and style taps into a 
mainstream well beyond the Australian art world. 

Paintings 1956–1986 at the University 

Gallery, University of Melbourne; and in 2005 

Welcome to my mind: Gareth Sansom: A study 

of Selected Works 1964–2005 also at the 

University of Melbourne.

Sansom’s contribution to Australian art is 

formidable but it extends beyond his own 

prolifi c output of painting, drawing, montage, 

video and photography. Sansom was a teacher 

for 35 years, for 15 of those years Dean of 

the School of Art at the Victorian College of 

the Arts. As he made clear in his acceptance 

speech, that bureaucratic role had its rewards 

but created a hiatus in his own artistic career 

that made it diffi cult to regain momentum. 

In 1991 he represented Australia at the 

Seventh Triennale in New Delhi, India, a trip 

that had a signifi cant infl uence on Sansom 

and his work. Returning to work as a full-time 

studio artist gave him the freedom to explore 

more fully the myriad obsessions and often 

challenging themes that have defi ned his 

work. Cross-dressing, drug-taking, literary 

allusions, poetry, pop culture, Buddhism and 

bondage have all been grist to his artistic 
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mill. Once the momentum was regained it 

has continued unabated. Since 2000, he has 

exhibited annually at John Buckley Gallery 

to critical acclaim. 

Announcing the winner, Dr Alex Baker, the 

fi nal judge of the Prize, explained: ‘While all of 

the fi nalists have made important contributions 

to Australian contemporary art, Sansom’s 

latest body of work especially resonates with 

recent directions in international painting that 

explore the grey areas between abstraction 

and representation’. Sansom’s artistic output 

continues to move forward, on a trajectory 

defi ned by exuberance but balanced by an 

ever-evolving mastery and refi nement of 

narrative and, as art writer Ashley Crawford 

has said, ‘a confi dence in line, form and 

colour that is all too rare in Australian art’ 

(The Age, 4 July 2007).

Accepting the award, the artist remarked 

‘I have found that if you keep going and you 

work very hard and have a belief in yourself, 

then good things can come, even later in 

life and often when you least expect them’.  

Based on Sansom’s current work there are 

many good things still to come. 

Margaret Barca

Editor, Gallery

A Sansom to join the NGV Collection

To celebrate the 50th anniversary of the John 

McCaughey Memorial Prize, the award was 

increased to $100,000 to acknowledge the lifetime 

achievement of a senior Australian artist. Gareth 

Sansom was chosen as winner, with Vivienne Binns, 

Dale Hickey and Tim Johnson shortlisted.

Gareth Sansom’s painting on the front cover of 

Gallery, Fantasy Island, and the painting on this page, 

The Seventh Seal, are both from Sansom’s 2007 

show at John Buckley Gallery. These paintings are 

not on show at the NGV. However, as part of the 

McCaughey Prize, the NGV will acquire a work from 

Gareth Sansom’s studio. 
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