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Sam Leach’s paintings might be known for their 
oil-slick glossiness, but his preference for sheen doesn’t 
arrive at the expense of substance. The Melbourne-
based artist - who won the Archibald and Wynne prizes 
in 2010, and recently showed at Time Space Existence, 
a collateral event of the Venice Biennale - combines 
impeccably flat surfaces with landscapes that recall  
the 17th century Dutch Masters, rendered with the 
kind of startling acuity that leads you to rethink 
your understanding of the real and the imaginary, 
let alone your place in the world. 

Leach’s major new eponymous monograph – which 
features paintings such as Cinder with Partial Dymaxion 
(2013) and The Evacuation of the Real (2011) and charts 
an ongoing fascination with nature, non-human animals 
and the history of science – is an arresting survey of his 
artistic terrain. He spoke to VAULT about his interest 
in corporate capitalism, his fear of sealing his ideas in 
print and how dead ends are only visible in retrospect. 

Opposite 
SAM LEACH 
Lioness with Colour 
Terms, 2014 
oil and resin on wood 
12 panels 
200 x 150 cm

Above 
SAM LEACH 
Lioness Moon, 2014 
oil and resin on wood 
12 panels 
200 x 150 cm

Courtesy the artist  
and Sullivan+Strumpf, 
Sydney

SAM LEACH
NEW REALMS OF PERCEPTION 

The work of Melbourne artist Sam Leach triggers 
us to rethink the histories and parameters of the 
world around us. VAULT spoke with Leach about 
his major new eponymous monograph.

By Neha Kale
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YOUR PAINTINGS DRAW HEAVILY ON 17TH CENTURY 
DUTCH TRADITIONS AND COMBINE FIGURATIVE AND 
ABSTRACT ELEMENTS THAT INVITE THE VIEWER TO 
QUESTION THEIR RELATIONSHIP WITH THE WORLD. 
WHAT HAVE BEEN THE BIG SHIFTS IN YOUR PRACTICE 
IN THE LAST FEW YEARS? 
I guess I started off being interested in the way that we 
relate to the built environment and phenomena of the 
corporate foyer. This was around the 1990s and early 
2000s, when corporate capitalists were totally 
unstoppable. Around the same time, I came across  
a fascinating link between corporate foyers and the 
architecture paintings made in the Netherlands in the 
17th century, and the fact that this period corresponded 
with the rise of corporate capitalism really resonated 
with me because I could see aesthetic echoes 
everywhere. It made me ask: ‘What is it about images 
that were produced during that era that have something 
to say about how we structure our society now?’  
I then introduced references to non-human animals 
and how we relate to them. I then wanted to represent 
the history of science. 

In terms of shifts that have been important to me,  
the incorporation of flatter abstract elements,  
which take visual cues from things like info-graphics 
and data visualisation, has been significant. And another 
big step was experimenting with epoxy resin. Earlier on, 
I tried a whole range of finishes because I wanted to 
find a way to create some distance between the act 
of creating artwork and the viewer, and lengthen that 
moment the viewer has before connecting with the 
artist. That’s now become a standard part of my 
practice. But the other elements are fluid. 

IN THE LAST YEAR, YOU’VE PRESENTED A BODY  
OF WORK AS PART OF ART14 IN LONDON AND THE 
MELBOURNE ART FAIR. AND YOU’RE ALSO INVOLVED 
IN NOT \FAIR. IN WHAT WAYS DO ART FAIRS 
ALLOW YOU TO CONNECT WITH YOUR AUDIENCE 
IN WAYS THAT GALLERIES DON’T?
Art fairs are a really interesting phenomenon, and since 
I’m pursuing art as my career, they’re kind of 
inescapable. In some ways, if you take it seriously as 
a place to present your work and make a show with 
some integrity, they can be a really interesting 

SAM LEACH 
Jupiter, 2015 
oil and resin on wood 
16 panels 
200 x 200 cm

Courtesy the artist  
and Sullivan+Strumpf, 
Sydney

SAM LEACH 
On the Rhodian  
shore, 2014 
oil and resin on wood 
16 panels 
200 x 200 cm

Courtesy the artist  
and Sullivan+Strumpf, 
Sydney

proposition. When you see work at a museum,  
it sometimes has this air of being sanctioned – the 
curators have made a selection and there’s a safety 
in that presentation of work that doesn’t exist at an 
art fair. At the same time, they can feel like gigantic 
supermarkets and being one artist out of two thousand 
can feel very depressing. 

YOUR NEW BOOK FEATURES SOME OF YOUR MOST 
WELL-KNOWN WORKS, SUCH AS CINDER WITH 
PARTIAL DYMAXION, PROPOSAL FOR A LANDSCAPED 
COSMOS AND YOUR ARCHIBALD-WINNING PORTRAIT 
OF TIM MINCHIN. CAN YOU TELL ME HOW THE PROJECT 
CAME ABOUT AND WHAT YOUR MOTIVATIONS WERE 
FOR WORKING ON A PRINT BOOK?
I sort of resisted doing a print book for a while because 
I’ve always believed that my ideas are a work in 
progress and putting it in print kind of feels like this 
is the final point. But I guess it’s been approximately 10 
years now since I started professional practice. It seems 

like a good time to survey what I’ve produced during 
that period and reflect on what themes have emerged, 
personally speaking. It’s also clearer which directions 
have been cul-de-sacs and which have been  
more fruitful. 

WHAT WAS THE BOOK’S CURATORIAL AND 
EDITORIAL FOCUS AND HOW DID YOU GO ABOUT 
CHOOSING WHICH PAINTINGS TO INCLUDE? 
Initially, we talked about organising it as a chronological 
sequence, but I also wanted it to reflect the broad 
themes that I address in my work – from non-human 
animals and landscapes to science and technology. 
We loosely structured the book around those themes 
and then took in some design considerations. It was 
important to me that the book flowed in a coherent 
way. I also asked Tim Winton to write the opening essay. 
I met Tim through the Australian Marine Conservation 
Society, where I’ve done some fundraising work  
in the past. I’m a huge admirer of his writing and  
I approached him hoping that he would want to be 
involved. The essay that he produced blew me away.
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Above 
SAM LEACH 
Figure Ground and the 
Happy Beast, 2011 
oil and resin on brass 
35 x 35 cm 

Left 
SAM LEACH 
Cinder with Partial 
Dymaxion, 2013 
oil on linen 
127 x 127 cm

Below 
SAM LEACH 
Babirusas with Wall 
Painting, 2015 
oil and resin on wood

Courtesy the artist  
and Sullivan+Strumpf, 
Sydney

“THE BOOK OFFERS A WAY FOR PEOPLE 
TO UNDERSTAND SOME OF THOSE 
RELATIONSHIPS OR APPRECIATE WHERE 
SOME OF THE ELEMENTS OF MY WORK 
HAVE ORIGINATED AND I HOPE THAT 
THEY ENJOY THAT BACK-STORY. AND IF 
OTHERS JUST APPRECIATE THE BOOK IN 
ITS OWN RIGHT, THAT’S FANTASTIC.” 

HOW DO YOU HOPE THE BOOK WILL RESONATE 
WITH YOUR AUDIENCE IN A WAY THAT OTHER 
MEDIUMS DON’T PERMIT? 
As my painting progresses, certain ideas are proposed 
or expressed in different times throughout my practice. 
Sometimes, there are references to ideas that I’ve 
addressed in different bodies of work and having  
a book like this is a useful way of giving a context to 
a painting in relation to another thing. So, if I put in a 
little motif, which might be a certain colour or shape 
in one painting and introduced it in another painting, 
the narrative threads become clear. The book offers  
a way for people to understand some of those 
relationships or appreciate where some of the elements 
of my work have originated and I hope that they enjoy 
that back-story. And if others just appreciate the book 
in its own right, that’s fantastic. 

Sam Leach is published by Dott Publishing/Art&Australia.

Sam Leach is represented by Sullivan+Strumpf, Sydney. 

sullivanstrumpf.com
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COLIN PENNOCK WILL BE EXHIBITING WITH SCOTT LIVESEY GALLERIES AT SYDNEY CONTEMPORARY 9-13 SEPTEMBER 2015, STAND E05

COLIN PENNOCK

Colin Pennock, Towards the Summit, oil on canvas, 183 x 183 cm


