Ep 3. Abdul Abdullah

The Art Room All right, well, today's guest is one of Australia's most compelling contemporary artists. Abdul
Abdullah, working across painting, photography, installation and performance. Abdul can now also add judge
to his impressive practice. Abdul has built an internationally recognised practice that explores identity,
belonging, power and the experience of being perceived as an outsider. His work challenges the audience to
confront Australian identity, race and religion that opens broader social conversations. His artworks have been
exhibited across Australia and internationally, and have become some of the most thought provoking
contributions to contemporary Australian art. QATA first brought Abdul to Brisbane for our 2019 conference
and we are absolutely thrilled and very, very lucky that he's agreed to chat to us today. Abdul Abdullah,
welcome to the podcast.

Abdul Abdullah Hey, thank you so much. Thanks for having me.

The Art Room Oh, we're very grateful that you agreed to spend some time with us this arvo. We are so. It's
been fascinating to watch your journey since we last spoke. Um, particularly your appointment as a judge on
Portrait Artist of the year. Looking back, is this the kind of opportunity you imagined might come your way, or
has it taken you by surprise?

Abdul Abdullah Oh, this one took me completely by surprise. I've said it a couple of times before. Um, but
it's, it's a, it's a dream job that | didn't know was possible. So | grew up, like for the last thirteen seasons, I've
watched Portrait Artist of the Year in the UK version of it, like watched it online and it being such a huge fan of
the show. And I really liked that little insight, | guess, into people's practices and also their insecurities and
their adventure that people go on when they're making a painting. Um, and then to have that happen in
Australia and for them to be, and then for them to be contacted, contacted to be part of the show. | was super
excited. So it's something that | never thought that I'd be able to do, but when the opportunity came up. I'm so
pleased and | hope that we get many, many seasons of this show and it expands and it continues to be as fun
as it has been.

The Art Rooml've loved watching it. | may admit | have binge watched it, but yeah, it's so good. Have you
watched season two as well?

Abdul Abdullah Have you watched all of the the new season?
The Art Room Oh yeah. Oh, I'm I'm on the last episode.
Abdul Abdullah Okay. Do you know who wins? | mean, | shouldn't say anyway because no,

The Art Room | don't. Okay. No, I've only watched about four or five of them, but, um. Yeah, it's very easy to
sit and just watch them all in one go. Absolutely.

Abdul Abdullah And it's really gentle television too. It's like Great British Bake Off, but at the same time
you're learning a bunch. You get to see all these different techniques and the personalities are so nice. Like
it's, it's, everyone on there is really supportive, which | really like. There's not... even though it's a competition,
| haven't seen anybody who's been really upset by it or any of the people who feel like they've been hard done
by. Like they all know how difficult it is and they're all in it together, which | really appreciate.

The Art Room It's lovely. It does seem like it would be a very difficult thing to do. Um, we were wondering,
whether your exposure being on TV now has impacted your own practice or your lifestyle.

Abdul Abdullah No, | would say not like, | mean, |, because | travel a lot, I'm bouncing around different
countries. Like at the moment I'm in, I'm in near my studio in, well, I'm in Bangkok and | have a studio here. |
head back to Melbourne tomorrow and then Sydney next week, and I'm sort of traveling around. Um, so | get
to watch the show, obviously, and | have been stopped occasionally on the street. People have asked me
questions about it or recognised me, but it doesn't really happen much at all. And in terms of my broader
practice, like commercially or critically, it, there's not so much of an overlap. Like | think more people are
aware of what | do, but it doesn't necessarily affect my day to day practice. And even though | like, | feel so
privileged that apparently we get like a million people an episode. Watch this show. But, um, it's still kind of
niche. So, uh, |, it's very rare that, uh, somebody will spot me or something out in the wild. It's just. Yeah, it



doesn't happen very much. Maybe more for Robert and Bree because they're in Canberra too. And also
Bree's at the National Portrait Gallery, so everyone knows where she is and associates her with the place.
Well, | kind of appear bouncing around and, and appearing all sorts of places.

The Art Room So you mentioned that you've moved to Bangkok, so we've got a bit of a three part question
here. So we're wondering what, you know, what prompted the move in the first place. And has this resulted in
a change to your practice? And what does a day in your studio actually look like? Abdul.

Abdul Abdullah Okay. So just to start off for the first part of that question that prompted the move is that | first
came to Bangkok in 2011,, uh, to do a research for a next wave project. The Next wave is a youth arts festival
in Melbourne, and it was a collaboration with two other artists called Casey Ayers and Nathan Beard, and a
project called the Greater Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, which is a triple barrelled, long winded title for a
durational performance piece that we did back in 2012. Uh, and as part of the research, we visited Bangkok,
uh, because Nathan Beard, who was my collaborator, who just won, actually the national photography, uh,
portrait competition at the National Portrait Gallery. So yeah, really wonderful practicing artist. And we're still
really good friends to this day, but we he's his mother's Thai. Uh, and we came here to do a bit of research,
and then | met some Thai artists and became really close friends with them. One in particular, Tada
Hengsapkul to the point where we've got our names tattooed on each other's arms. Um, and then I'd come
visit him and a few others, uh, every year since. And then my, my wife and |, uh, to give the long story short,
we were together for three years, boyfriend and girlfriend, and then we broke up for three years, and then we
got back together and got married. But when we got married, she was living in Melbourne and | was living in
Sydney and | didn't want to move to Melbourne and she didn't want to move back to Sydney. So we found a
third place that we both really liked and we spent a bit of Thailand. So we we moved to Bangkok and in terms
of work, we looked all around the world in places that we could move because she's an artist as well and
works in performance and comes from a dance background. So we can kind of be anywhere, which is lovely.
Um, but we sort of researched into Europe and places that had, uh, artist visas in particular. Uh, and Thailand
doesn't have an artist visa, but there's other, there's other visas and other ways to do it. Like | ended up
starting a company. It's kind of long and boring, how | can to get my visa and to stay here. But it's one of those
places that is really central in terms of it's one flight to everywhere. Like | came to, I'm ranting a bit, but there
would be like, | went to Tasmania a few weeks ago to judge the Hadleys Art Award, and it worked out that it
takes me an hour longer to get to Hobart than it takes for me to get to London from where | am. So it feels like
right, right in the middle. So you can bounce around to Singapore in two hours, Hong Kong in two hours. But
that being said, although | have a studio here and I'm based here, | am based between Melbourne and, uh,
Thailand. So | kind of split my time. My wife is probably more in Melbourne than in Thailand and I'm more in
Thailand than Melbourne. But then we kind of go back and forth all the time.

The Art Room And so what does a day in your studio actually look like?

Abdul Abdullah Oh yeah, sorry, my answer was so long | forgot the question. The day in the studio, one of
the like, I've got a team of assistants that | work with, so I've got a studio manager and painting assistants that
work with me and we all paint together. Um, and it's a process that I've developed over sort of the last twelve
years of practice. | had assistants in Sydney as well. Um, but working with a team like that, things have to be
pretty regimented for them to be able to work on my vision, essentially. Uh, we things have to be pretty step by
step, and the instructions and steps have to be super, super clear. So we have got it broken down every
painting into five stages. Um, so we're all working on different stages of that of each particular painting. Um,
and even our hours are really regimented. Like it's, | mean, it's still an art studio, so it's pretty loose and we're
all kind of having two hour lunches and sort of hanging out and, like, just chilling a lot of the time. Like the
guys, just some of the guys just sit there and play guitar. Like It's a studio where people take naps. Like it's not
an extremely stressful environment. But we start at eleven, uh, and we finish at seven, Monday to Friday. Um,
so it's like really standard forty hour week, essentially, uh, and then weekends off and, and public holidays and
then like an extra week off in April, an extra week off in September and then over like two weeks off over
Christmas. So there's and so there's, there's all those sort of like, like labour and work stuff put in there, which
means | can get my weekend. But in terms of my personal day, | arrive at about eleven and the first thing | do
because of the time difference is | catch up on all the emails from the day because like, I'll get there and then
the emails would have already been there. So usually the first hour I'm sitting at the computer and | can spend
the whole day at the computer sometimes, especially if I'm sort of working on a design for a painting or
researching. And | spend a lot of time writing, surprisingly, as an artist, as someone who before | was an artist,



| didn't realize how much | would spend, how much time | spend writing. Um, and then, uh, then the rest of the
day essentially, uh, painting. But one of the other things about being based here and being based somewhere,
so central is that we have pretty much a constant stream of visitors. Like the studio will get three to five or two
to five visitors in over a week from all over the world, whether they're curators or artists or, or people that just
like art who are in town, and I'm in a building we've set up with a few other artists, um, called the Garments
Building, and there's seventeen artists in the building. Uh, and my wife and | are the only foreign artists.
Everyone else is, uh, a local artist from Bangkok or from, from Thailand more broadly. Um, and between all of
us, we've always got people visiting. So whenever someone visits, we take them through and meet all the
other artists. So at least an hour and a half of every day is, uh, sort of hosting somebody who's coming
through the space. So that's kind of part and parcel with it too. And hosting is such a big part of the culture
here, but also in terms of just meeting other people that like art. It's been really magnificent. And one of the
tricky things, and | apologize for rambling again, but like when we get people visiting, | think, don't worry, when
we get international artists, like it's different when they're from Asia because it's a closer proximity. But when
they're, say, from Europe or the US, especially curators, when they come to the studio and | always ask if
they're going to go to Australia and they all say, no, it's too far. But. Thailand isn't. So it's it's it's, it's such a
shame for Australia because it's that extra nine hours on a plane and people most people, unless there's
something very specific that they're going to, are just not going to take that extra step. So we're, we're left out
a little bit in the cold in terms of those international conversations sometimes, but in Asia they're happening all
the time and there's so much connectivity. That's so rambling, rambling at one hundred miles an hour.

The Art Room It's so interesting. | can't imagine having people for an hour and a half every day through my
studio. Yeah, it's a big undertaking because you would be directing, | guess the, um, your assistants to
particular jobs.

Abdul Abdullah That's right. So apart from painting myself, it's a lot of my job is management. So like sort of
I'm a creative director of the studio, essentially, and | design the paintings, plan the paintings, start them off
and then finish them. But | still have to manage each member of the team, and I've, I've been really fortunate
that my team is all really lovely people. It's a big part of, uh, when we're hiring is to get people that fit within the
culture of the studio, which is a weird thing, but everyone's got to be friends, essentially. Everyone's just got to
get along. That's, it's got to be a nice place to work. Um, and, uh, and everyone who works with me is a
specialist in a different part of the painting. So we all kind of work across all the paintings, like, um, and
there's, whether it's blocking in colors or working more detailing or fine detailing or, or the underpainting or
working on tone or, or colour. Is there specifics? Like it's all we work together to, to, to build something.

The Art Room Okay. | was going to ask you about that, but now you've answered my question. So that's
fantastic. Thank you. No no worries. Your work. um, involves various different media. So painting,
photography, installation, video and performance. And our question is how do you decide which media a
project needs?

Abdul Abdullah Well, it's kind of shifted over time. So |, my practice started off as a painter and then moved
into photography and then kind of expanded into everything else where | had the like, once | was doing it for a
living, | had the wonderful privilege of having the idea first and then figuring out what was the best way to
communicate the idea. And so being able to work in all sorts of different mediums, uh, it shifted a little bit
again during Covid where it, uh, went back more into painting when it was, uh, with, | guess, Covid conditions
and not being able to collaborate as much because so much of my photography and so much of my, like,
there's any like video or performance or photography or installation or sculptural, uh, elements in my practice,
it's often very collaborative or like working with experts or going to places to learn how to do things. And then
when Covid happened and we couldn't travel like internationally or even domestically, like domestically. And,
uh, I had to be, uh, by myself most of the time in terms of the work | just painted because it's something that
you could do regardless. Like it wasn't, | didn't need another person, although | still had assistants at different
times, but it wasn't, it was something that could happen without interruption, essentially. Um, and then since
then, it's been primarily painting with a little bit of photography, a little bit of other things. Um, but, but painting
has, has been the backbone of the practice, | guess because it, it can happen, uh, by myself in a dark room. It
doesn't matter. It's not a dark room, but like, you know, it can happen in isolation.

The Art Room We've noticed, um, quite a few of your shows lately have involved painting. Yeah. So we know
that a recent exhibition, Soft Power at Ames Yavuz | don't know if I've said that correctly. Gallery, um, which



explored, uh, clichéd motivational phrases such as the show must go wrong on large scale oil paintings that
are quite tongue in cheek. So it appears you are continuing to enjoy exploring text in your work. Can you see
this continuing?

Abdul Abdullah Yeah. Like, um, before | started art, | studied journalism, um, and didn't finish. Like I, I'm not,
| didn't, uh, get a degree in it, but | still did two and a half years of tertiary education in print journalism and
writing was something which [ really, really enjoyed. | don't know if I'm really amazing at writing, but it's
something that I'm, I'm passionate about. Um, and that has come through in my, in my practice, uh, the, the
way of communicating an idea like this, but also having that sense of humour. Um, and with that particular
exhibition, I'll tell you a funny story in how one of the first paintings happened. Um, there were a few things
happening at once. Like | grew up, uh, fighting. Uh, | grew up in a boxing gym. | used to box when | was a kid.
And then for ten years in my twenties, | was an assistant trainer at a boxing gym in Perth. Uh, um, and the
boxing gym had all these motivational posters around the side. It was like, like, your mind is like a parachute.
It only works when it's open and stuff like this. Like that's just one that | remember. It's like, it's not how hard
you get hit, it's how hard you get. It's how it's how hard you get hit and stand back up or something like that.
Like I'm badly paraphrasing, but there's all this, this stuff written around the gym, which | was fascinated by, by
that language. Um, and then | wanted to apply that to a series of these paintings, but these paintings that had
double meanings and also these extreme body types. So there's one, the first painting that | did for this series
was like this very muscular male torso, like the, the, the, their anonymized and that you can't see their heads,
you can't see their faces. It's just just their body. Um, and it's pretty, it's a pretty extreme body. Like it's a very,
very muscly body. And on the front. It says on white text over the top it says, 'have a go'. And that particular
text is, um, special to me in that my brother in law who, um, who ended up, uh, taking over the gym and
owning it, uh, and being a professional boxer himself and coach and, uh, the toughest guy you'll ever meet.
Like absolute, like, uh, macho man, uh, alpha male guy. Uh, and his number plate on his gigantic truck was
the words like his special number plate was have a go. Uh, and it's quite the confrontational, like invitation to
fight, essentially. But what | found particularly funny is that for years, there was an organization in WA that was
trying to buy the number plate off him, and they, they bought it off him in the end, but he didn't want to sell it.
And it was like back and forth for ages. And eventually they | don't know exactly if he sold it or gave it up or
whatever they, they got the number plate and it was have a go newspapers, which was a newspaper for
retirees. Uh, so | like the fact that that one small phrase for different people and different contexts means
something entirely different. So | wanted to incorporate that, that playful language or that slippage in language
into this series of into a series of paintings. And as well as looking at this, um, motivational images and self
affirmations have been something which I've been playing around with over my practice, | guess is like, like
really short bits of text that communicate quite a bit like these mini poems that, um, yeah, that where there,
where there is slippages and they communicate so much more than what is those few words actually say.

The Art Room So a very, um, interesting idea for, um, secondary students, | think especially to understand
that you can create new meaning when you put text with imagery that isn't necessarily related to it.

Abdul Abdullah So one hundred percent like Recontextualizing. Um, and | got this from, even if it's not
specifically text, but like when | was very little going to the art gallery way, | saw, like | said the story before,
and | apologize if you've heard it before, but like my, my mum was like a little Malay woman with a scarf and
she would, she was a seamstress and we'd always go catch a train into the city when | was a kid, because my
older, my older siblings are much older. So they were at school and then we'd always go to Lincraft, which is
the sort of, you know, fabrics and that sort of stuff, and go into the city. And on the way out we'd always go to
the art gallery WA, because it's right next to the museum and right next to the museum, but it's right next to
the train station. So we catch a train home and we'd always go there. There's air conditioning, there's seats.
It's quite nice people leave you alone. But, um, there was a gigantic Juan Davila painting there. And Juan
Davila is quite a hectic imagery, especially my mum's like quite religiously conservative. It's not something that
she was eager for me to go and like, run around and find this particular image. But it was an introduction to
sort of, uh, what's it called it, uh, like postmodern painting in that like this recontextualizing images, collaging,
getting like different visual languages and mashing them together to remix something, to create something, to
make something new. And it's been so formative or inform like that's the right word, but it's like, yeabh, it's
informed my practice in such a like a long lasting way. It's the way that | make work isn't necessarily making
like inventing something that doesn't exist any, oh, it's just remixing things to, to, to create new meanings by



placing things next to each other in surprising ways. Yeah. That's, that's my, my entire strategy for making art
to show you how the sausage is made.

The Art Room We, we also, um, |, I'm just thinking that the, um, the paintings that you had hanging at the
Sydney Biennale, um, in the Art Gallery of New South Wales also referenced art history, didn't they? | wonder
if you could tell us about those big paintings. They made a big impression on me.

Abdul Abdullah Thank you very much. Uh, so they're my three Cronulla paintings, um, where what | wanted
to reference neoclassical paintings, neoclassical history, history, paintings, in that they are paintings of
restagings, of historical events that don't hide the contrivances of the restaging or the theatre of it. Um, and
the what, what the historical painting locally that got me thinking about it was a painting that's in the NGV
called The Banquet of Cleopatra. Uh, and |, | remember | got invited to speak at an event, uh, on race and
painting and the paintings in the colonial section at NGV. This is years and years ago. And we talked about
this specific painting. And before that event, | hadn't really thought about that painting very much. And | would
have just assumed that it was a like a portal into the history of Cleopatra, essentially like, here's Cleopatra
sitting at a table. And it was only when the curator spoke about it where the the, all the people in the painting
or the subjects are wearing costumes or outfits that were contemporary to the time that the painting was
made, as opposed to historically accurate. Does that make sense? And then the, the background is like as a
backdrop, like it's, it's, they've set it up in a studio and painted from these, uh, people set up in the studio. So
they've painted a theatrical restaging of the event. So |, | really was fascinated by that. And there's also you
look at David's paintings and the like, | was in London earlier in the year or last year or something, and then
looking at these very famous paintings and these staged events, these really very theatrical scenes, um, that
take more from theatre than from reimagining actual history. Uh, so | wanted to apply this to our own recent
history. And when | was speaking to the curator, uh, in the beginning of 2025, it was in the lead up to the
twentieth anniversary of the Cronulla riots, um, which were | think the 5th December 2005. So like | was
painting them during the, at the twentieth anniversary. So | recreated these three specific moments from the
riot or three events, uh, of, of violence where people had been attacked. So there was one where there was,
uh, a Lebanese gentleman attacked in the car park near the beach. Then there was a Lebanese gentleman
and a dark skinned Russian man attacked, uh, on a train. And then the third one, which | spoke about was,
uh, two Bangladeshi students who were, whose car was attacked as they approached the beach. And they
were in a very specific Honda interlude with flames painted on the side. So it was quite like a it's always stuck
in my head. Um, and | thought it was a really important and tragic part of our recent history that | wanted to
highlight and, and speak to, but also being very conscious of these images exist out in the world already.
There's nothing. There's nothing as full on as the photographs or videos of the day. So how do | re-engage
with the topic and to reintroduce it, reintroduce these, these conversations to the discourse, but also see how
these things are being mirrored and in today's political language and how it hasn't really gone away. Um, so |
wanted to talk to the, the broader issues at play with that type of violence and that type of communal violence
and that type of like, yeah, racism essentially. Um, by restaging the events, making it look like it's restaged. So
it's obviously, you're not looking at a photo of the event or a painting of the event. You're looking at a painting
of a restaging of the event, uh, with the backgrounds. You can see that there, it looks more like a high school
production. Like you can see that it's a backdrop. Like you can see the edges of the backdrop in the scene,
which is set on the train. There's not actual train benches. It's a school chair. It's just like a blue chair, which,
um, the subject is sitting on. And one of the other things that | wanted to do was to, um, anonymize or to cover
the faces with glasses or hands of the people being attacked and really focus on the perpetrators. And it and
and I've had a few comments during artist talks where they look at people saying, oh, they look so normal.
They look like, like they could be my neighbour. And that was kind of the point. Like, these paintings aren't
necessarily about the victims of the violence in these specific cases, but more about the perpetrators and how
kind of normal they are. And one of the things that | did that one of the strategies is that to, to make the
conversation, to open up the conversation a little bit, make it a little bit broader, but also a little bit more inviting
to look at the, the broader and less Cronulla specific issues is that | took away all the symbology that was
there on the day and all the text actually, because if you look back at the original images of the Cronulla riots,
there's lots of Australian flags. There's lots of, uh, people have written on themselves. There's there's southern
crosses everywhere. And | wanted to remove all those signifiers and those symbols. So it becomes more
about the actions, a little bit less about the political ideology, but a lot. But tying it into a broader sort of racial
and yeah, xenophobic dialogue. Yeah. So like yeah, sorry. Yeah, yeah, please.



The Art Room So Abdul just yeah, very moving artworks. Mhm.
Abdul Abdullah Thank you very much.

The Art Room While you are actually talking about symbolism and imagery and in your paintings, I've
noticed that you've got a few horse and also some cats in there, so. Yeah. The cats are making appearance at
your paintings. Um, at the Sydney Contemporary coming up. Um, it might be on now actually. Um, can you
talk about the concept of these paintings and, and the choice of, or symbol of the cat and the way you have
painted these objects in your paintings?

Abdul Abdullah Yeah. No problem. So the, uh, another thing with Covid, | guess since 2020 is that prior to
that, | would read a lot of nonfiction, and then a lot of my research would be in nonfiction books and in history
and looking at things. And post-COVID, I'd say ninety to ninety five percent of my reading has been fantasy
and like high fantasy and ridiculous sort of fantasy. It's complete escapism and | enjoy it so much. That's my
hobby. That's what | do every night is | open my Kindle and read fantasy. It's very silly, but it's also, uh, the,
the, the books, the what | became fascinated by is like these hero's journey and different story arcs, but also
the role that animal characters played in these books, whether they had dialogue or not, but like these
companion animals and how they were stand-ins for human traits as a way to speak to the way that we
approach the world by using these particular animals as sort of avatars, | guess, for that. And like horses often
being very brave and very loyal and sort of stubborn. I'm speaking very broadly here and these cats being like
a bit more skittish but uniquely clever, often like, you know, very like smart asses as well. Like, like there's all
these like things that play into these, these, these tropes. Um, and there's like a very silly one, which I'd only
read, read the whole series recently when someone visited my studio here in Bangkok, but it was a series
called Dungeon Crawler Carl, which is very, but there's a, there's a cat in there, which is a very unique
personality. And there's a whole series of books with these cats in them. So that's what got me thinking about
these initially, these horses and cats where there's, uh, these, these horses and cats running across this
fantastical landscape, uh, where they're going on an adventure. And the, you as the audience are the
protagonist, | guess, who's in there, your accompaniment. Um, and it's not clear whether they're coming or
going, but they're, they're the ones going on the journey with you. Um, and then there's the cat, which the, in
that initial series, the horses are all very realistically painted like, like quite rigorously and laboriously painted
to look like a horse. While the cat has been this cartoon that | gets to speak to something else. And there's
this grounding with the horse while the cat is a bit silly, and it's usually acting in a very funny way. And then it's
also with cat videos online. Like it's | consume so many of them. And, and there's something about the
personality of a cat. So the horse has sort of disappeared from my most recent paintings. And the focus has
become on these cats, uh, and how they, they, they are avatars for the way that | speak about human traits
because they've got these, these such expressive personalities, which | find endlessly entertaining. Um, but
what started with this new Sydney contemporary series is that they're all diptychs and they're all paired these,
these cats with humans, and they're paired with these images of, um, objects in museum collections in
Europe, the United States, not in Australia, but like, that's what I've looked at so far, which have got contested,
um, uh, ownership. So whether it's from colonial looting, or whether it's wartime seizures or just stolen or like,
you know, World War Two, all this stuff disappeared like the Nazis took. And then like it ended up in other
people. So it's all these sort of like questionable provenance. Um, and then, uh, with the cats, uh, actually
Robert, who's the, my co-judge on Portrait Artist of the Year, we were having just a conversation about cats,
uh, like in the green room. And he told me that in France and | looked this up and it's true, but that cats have,
uh, a unique legal status as sentient beings. Uh, so, so that means that like dogs don't have, | don't think, but
cats do in France where they, um, essentially |, if they move on to another household, there's nothing that you
legally can do about it because the cat has a choice. Uh, and so | like the idea that you can't really, in France,
you can't really own a cat, you can just host a cat. And so, and then | started thinking about the idea of
ownership and possession when it comes to these historical objects or these ancient objects that exist before
our lifetimes. Um, but also when it's like there's some clear evidence that the object was stolen or is like
improperly housed or whatever the case is, but the resistance to returning that object | find quite interesting,
like the idea of the desire to possess and then to the desire, then tying it to the desire to possess a cat. And |
wonder if a cat, no matter how well kept it is, ever thinks itself as possessed or owned like | can't imagine like
a cat ever seeing itself like that. So it's sort of. Yeah. So sort of playing around and making these connections
as, as metaphor and as simile and just, um, it's, it's often | talk about my work is with the symbols in my work
as words in a non-linear poem that don't make sense when you put them in order, but like overall, it gives you



an impression of something or It asks questions about something. And with these cat, slash, stolen, slash,
misappropriated objects, it just starts up all these other questions. And then it's also an opportunity for me to
paint a whole bunch of very, very cute cats.

The Art Room and the technical ability to, to be able to paint that cat fur, that would be a bit of a challenge.

Abdul Abdullah Well, absolutely. And we went through, like between me and one of my assistants in
particular, his name is Tuk. Uh, we went through a whole series of tests and different variations of different
types of fur to get to the way that we were really happy with how we painted fur because it's, it's super, super,
super tricky. Like it didn't happen straight away. It didn't happen with the first one. It took a bunch of, uh, failed
paintings or not fail, but, you know, like tests that didn't work out or didn't have the outcome that we wanted to
get to these very nice fur on a cat paintings.

The Art Room Yeah. Now that's what our students need to hear. Yeah. All the experimentations and things
that didn't work to get to what you wanted to do.

Abdul Abdullah Yes. So. But that being said, there's the there's the like, because | have these conversations
with other artists in my studio a lot where there's the necessary experiment, experimentation to get it right, but
also in terms of being an artist who does it for a living, and also somebody who is doing it in Year 12, The
same advice is that at some point you've got to pull the trigger and you just have to finish. That's one of the
things that | say to the other artists in the studio, and I've said to my team before, we're like, if it's, if it's
ninety-five percent done, it may as well be zero. Because like, if you don't have it finished for the exhibition, it
doesn't show. And then it's like it never happened. So that's sort of like, that sounds quite harsh for me to say.
| don't say it to my assistant. | say it to other artists in my studio who are like working on something towards
the show. And | was like, if you don't finish it, it doesn't count. Like you gotta yeah, you got to get it out.

The Art Room Yeah. So, but | think you've got to have a certain amount of discipline, haven't you, to
maintain that level of professionalism that you have acquired to, to um, keep that standard up. | think that
would be quite challenging.

Abdul Abdullah Oh, one hundred percent. | insulted a fellow artist, this is a while ago on a residency, | didn't
mean to, but they were asking me like whether | get creative blockages. And at the time | said that | didn't, um,
and they were quite annoyed at that, that, that I'd said it, but it was it, in hindsight, | should have answered this
a much better answer in that to say that | do, but every day. But I'm doing a whole bunch of different things at
once that | can, uh. If I'm stuck in one idea, | sort of move on to the next. I'm sort of juggling plates. And by the
time I've sort of like, moved forward with that one, | can return to that idea. And usually the gears have turned
and having faith in myself that the gears will turn. It might take a long time, but there's so many other things in
the studio that need doing, and also so much of painting, especially the way that | paint, is just sort of, uh, like
we all know how to do it in the studio, all have the technical capacity and we're all getting better as we go. But
so much of it is just time and labour. That's not that much thinking. It's just working and working and working.
Uh, and in that time, your brain sort of can think about other stuff, uh, and things sort of churn away. So there's
the mindless bit that is also very healthy because it's still moving all this stuff forward. But at the same time, |
get to think about, uh, other things and move ideas forward too. So | should apologize to that artist who |
spoke to back then, and that yes, | do have blockages all the time and everyday, but | sort of have enough
other stuff going that | can move something forward in the studio all the time, hopefully.

The Art Room | mean, a lot of artists have exhibitions and deadlines because they have to have them in
order to actually be able to complete something. Otherwise, you know, you just go on for quite a while. So
some artists, yeah, they definitely need that deadline.

Abdul Abdullah One hundred percent deadline can be really helpful.

The Art Room Yeah. Just sort of in talking about ideas and the way that you work through them, you, you use
a visual diary or a journal. Um, don't you? To plan.

Abdul Abdullah Uh, yes. | have, So, in the, in the past, | certainly have and | still do now, but it's not bound,
it's just loose pieces of paper that are kind of all over the studio. So | like everything gets sketched out
beforehand, but it's not, um, it's not in a book anymore. It's just sort of, and, and | haven't set it up in this
current studio that I'm in now, but usually | have a wall with like a big piece of paper on it that's just full of



keywords. So it's just writing it down so that | can see it all the time whenever I'm sitting. Well, usually I'm
sitting at my computer, so in front of me, there's a giant wall that | can write stuff on. And actually at the
moment it's a big whiteboard. But yeah, that's, that's how | externalize. Uh, it's like a, it's like an external hard
drive essentially. So | put down an idea there that |, so | don't have to keep it in my brain and | can come back
to it later.

The Art Room But it's different to a digital storage, isn't it? Because it's more visual. It's there in front of you to
prompt you while you're actually doing the thing.

Abdul Abdullah Definitely. I've got to see it. So | really find it helpful that it's on a big wall that | can just look
at by turning my head as opposed to going to find it. But I'm, you know, again, it's a privilege and I'm blessed
to have a wall to be able to do it. Well, most people don't have that sort of space, which is so a book, it makes
so much more sense.

The Art Room So okay, so now a big question, Abdul. So looking back, has art changed you?

Abdul Abdullah One hundred percent, but | don't yeah, it's that's a difficult thing because it's, uh, it's going
from I'm forty years old now, um, to when | started, you know, from when | was in art school in my, you know,
early twenties, I'm very much a different person. I've chilled out a lot. Um, and, and art has given me a
platform in, uh, like a, a way to communicate my ideas in a way that | just wouldn't have in any other industry. |
think for me personally, uh, | think it's, given me access to all sorts of things. Uh, | joke around about being
invited to all strata of society while being, uh, uncomfortable in all of them. So it just sort of, It's a weird space
as an artist where you get to end up sometimes. Um, and then so it's, it's, yeah, it's certainly opened my
horizons. It's allowed me to travel. It's allowed me to, to see the world and to meet like all the, all sorts of
different people from all sorts of walks of life. So that that has to be absolutely changing. Um, and it's also
given me, and it's something which | try and impress when | meet students, Is that the idea of critical thinking,
but not in a way of, you know, like, like, uh, crackpot conspiracy thinking, but more about like just trying to
engage with the why in stuff. Um, and also not to, to look at things beyond the superficial or be beyond the
first level of meaning and looking at why things are. Does that make sense? So like, even with advertising or
something like that, like seeing, seeing the machinations of image making. um, and, uh, messages like, and
political messaging and all that sort of thing. And just, just to see how things are put together. And if that
changes how you think about things,

The Art Room and thinking about the world and relationships with people and those sorts of things. Um,
absolutely. The context that's maybe a better way to put it.

Abdul Abdullah Yeah, absolutely. Thinking about historical context, thinking about social context, thinking
about why things are the way they are and these chains of events that lead to things. Yeah, | think and
empathy, the big thing is empathy and understanding that things don't just magically appear how they are.
They're there. Everything's there for a reason.

The Art Room That's a great goal to have, isn't it? Absolutely. That you can make some artwork and get
people to think about the world that they live in, which sort of works with our next question, which was, do you
hope that your artworks can change the way audiences think about their place in the world and relationships
with each other?

Abdul Abdullah | hope so. | hope they can contribute to it. Like, | don't know if my artwork is going to change
anybody, but | hope that it's like part of the incremental change. If somebody exists in the world, it goes. So if
I'm like one little bit of a whole bunch of things, they maybe read a bunch of books, they made a bunch of
people. And then one of my artworks also contributes to that sort of shift in their perspective. Then | think
that's really, really valuable. Um, but one of the reasons that one of the big hopes | have for my work is that |
get that eight or, well, maybe eight too young, but I'm talking about that younger version of me, that fifteen or
fourteen year old hot headed version of me, uh, who can see my practice and see who | am and what I'm
doing and, and see its different potential or a different pathway. Or like they can see somebody who's been
through it, what they're going through and has sort of tackled it and articulated themselves in a particular way
to engage with these subjects. And | hope that there's. | hope that there's hope in that and that somebody can
see that and be motivated to approach things a little bit differently or to articulate themselves a bit differently,
or to understand their own context a little bit differently. That that would be fantastic if | could contribute to or
assist in that journey for somebody else.



The Art Room I'm sure you do. And even if, um, they disagree with the message, do you, do you think that
that would still be a successful encounter with the artwork, you know, making them think?

Abdul Abdullah Yeah, like | think making them think. And it's, it's interesting because I've had a lot of criticism
of my work, like heaps of it. Um, and there's been, but it's quite most often it comes from the outside of art, like
it, like outside of art world and art world is broad and like very, very mixed, but usually it's a political
disagreement. It's less to do with the body of the work or the meaning of my work, but more about, it feels to
me anyway, but more about who made it and. And assumptions about either my religious beliefs or my
politics. Um, and I'm, you know, I'm a dyed in the wool progressive, like I'm a left wing person. Like, I'm not
going to hide that at all. But the work itself, like the there's, there is some, there is politics in it and there's
messaging in it. But very rarely do people take issue with the actual messaging in the actual work. It's from the
outside. So that's not to say, not not to disagree with you in any way, but it is interesting where the criticism
comes from, because | think the people that want to engage with the ideas are already pretty primed to be
positively engaged with them. And the people that are would, would disagree with the messaging that I'm
putting across are already so primed against it that they don't get there. Like they don't get to that point where
they're looking at the ideas or engaging with ideas. They've already made a decision whether they've seen
one. But again, that's not everyone. But that's speaking pretty broadly. That's that's my experience so far. And
the biggest ones where it's been like politicians and stuff like this, it's usually been a complete
misunderstanding. So there was the one in Mackay where the work got taken down. Uh, and it's like they read
somebody else's artist statement, but saw my work and saw my name and then got really offended by that
because that like, they were talking about that | made these artworks that called Australian soldiers
Blackbirders or something like this, and my own ignorance, and coming from Perth as well, on the other side
of the country, | didn't know what Blackbirding was until they said it. | had to Google it and find out about that
horrible history. But the fact that they were saying that was my intention when | don't know that history was
um, you go, oh, well, you're not engaging with the ideas. You've kind of made something up or you made
some a series of assumptions that | don't know how to combat because it's wrong at the very beginning. So
I'm sorry I'm ranting again. But yeah, | would love for somebody to disagree with the premise of the actual
work and then, uh, think about things like that. But so far it's been disagreeing with, uh, a different premise
that doesn't have much to do with the actual work itself. So yeah, um, that I'm learning

The Art Room It's so interesting. There's no ranting there. I'm, I'm loving hearing what you have to say. Yeah.

Me too. So if we were looking back at your childhood, you mentioned that your mom took you to the art gallery
when she went into Lincraft. And what, what else? How how was art a part of your childhood aside from that?

Was there was there much art made at home? Because we know your brother makes art as well. Lovely wood
carvings.

Abdul Abdullah Yes. So I'm the third brother. Uh, we're all called Abdul, and we all went to art school. So the
oldest one, he he He finished in 1994. Uh, his name is Abdul Karim. And then he went into, uh, teaching in
juvenile justice facilities and art programs and then adult prisons. And now he runs, uh, education. So tertiary
and secondary education in all of West Australian correctional services. So he's now more in an administrative
role in the he works for the government. Um, but yeah, so the, he started off through teaching and then, uh,
into administration. Uh, and then Abdul Rahman, I, | joke around a lot. | always start off my presentations
about my brother when | say that he's the most enthusiastic art student in the family. This is the second Abdul,
uh, because he did first year at uni five times and dropped out four times. And now he's a magnificent
sculptor. So even though he's nine years older than me, he started as an artist after | did because I'd finished
my uni and was working when he went back as a mature student. Um, and yeah, he's got a show at Griffith,
uh, University at the moment. Griffith art Museum. Really fantastic wood carvings. He's really brilliant. So | and
my brothers are nine and twelve years older than me, so when | was very little they were in art school. So they
were the very cool older brothers. And my sister studied psychology. She's the oldest, but then she ended up
with that boxing training, owning that boxing gym with my brother in law. So it sort of she has a different path,
but also super creative. So, the family was always very, like art was a very normal part of our day to day lives,
whether it was drawing or painting. And now my mum, uh, well, she's sort of semi-retired from it, even though
she still loves it. But she taught for a long time. She taught pottery and horticulture painting. So she, um, yeah,
it's always, the Canning Arts Centre in Perth was a local art centre that she used to teach at, and | used to
help out in her classes when | was on school holidays and be her assistant in the pottery class. So it was
always yeah, | was very lucky in that respect. Like we were broke, but we had heaps of art around us.



The Art Room Sounds ideal. Great story.
Abdul Abdullah Yeah, very fortunate in that respect.

The Art Room Talking about then having, um, having your mum as an art teacher and um, we're wondering
about how your experience in art lessons at school was. What, what do you remember and how did that
impact you?

Abdul Abdullah | remember so much, because like, um, | was also | went to a public school, so government
school, but it was, | don't know what the equivalent is in, in the other states, but in, in WA they had at the time
anyway, | don't know if it's still called this, but they had the gifted and talented education program. So they had
different specialist areas at different schools. Uh, so | went to Applecross High School and | went there
through the, the, the special art program. So, um, | lived an hour away, but | got to travel to go to this particular
school, um, to do the extra art classes and art classes on Saturday. So really it was super supported all
through school in the art program. And then my, as a senior, my, my, my high school art teacher was Mrs.
McBride. And | always shout out to Mrs McBride because she was so fantastic and she saved my ass so
many times because | was also not like a super naughty kid, but a naughty enough to get into trouble a fair bit
with principals and things like this, and also not coming from the area, coming from a very, very different
suburb. And then coming in, | came with a bit of baggage and it was um and yeah, there was quite a few
conversations that my art teacher had with the principal and deputy principal to not get me suspended or
expelled. So she, uh, she, she saw the potential in me even when | was being very naughty and, um, and
really supported me, uh, throughout my high school. So I, I'm so grateful to the art department at, at, at
Applecross, but also when | traveled around to all these different, it's one of the reasons | like going to visit
high schools because when | was at Applecross, we'd have visiting artists come in occasionally, and that
mattered so much to me as a kid. So | really liked doing that. And hopefully | can be that artist to these other
kids when | go there. And Applecross, like every school that has invited me because if the school invited me,
it means that they've got a very enthusiastic art teacher as a basis. And but then you go there and every art
department is like an island in this school. Like they're all like, usually the art teachers have their lunch
together. They're separate from everyone else. And it's just really fantastic. Island within the rest of the. Yeah,
the rest of the school, which is, um, a little bit, always a little bit different. Art teachers like maths teachers,
although like no one's a bad person, but like, they're just different to art teachers.

The Art Room No, we're normally on the other side of the oval in the building. Furtherest away from anyone
else. Yeah. The one that needs renovating.

Abdul Abdullah Yeah. That's. Yeah, yeah, across the board. It's always like this. Yeah, yeah, yeah.

The Art Room And you eat your lunch in the classroom while the kids are in there doing their work at
lunchtime. Because they all come back because they love it. All come back.

Abdul Abdullah Yeah. And | can't imagine that happening in any other department.

The Art Room No no no no. That's true. So speaking of teaching and schools, so we wondered, what do you
think secondary students should know? What do you think art teachers should be saying to students? What
do you think we should tell them?

Abdul Abdullah Oh, that's a really hard one. Yeah. Because. It's like a personal belief, which isn't so much of
a personal belief. | guess it's a pretty broad one, and it's not something | necessarily direct. | don't know how
to say it specifically directly to students, but like one of the values of art for young people, | say is like, | can't
remember exactly what it's called like in education in particular, who wrote it or the education theory that it's
based on, but the A, B, C's of self-determination. So autonomy, belongingness and competence and how
visual art for me as a high school student and as a young man, it gave me an introduction to these things. The
idea of, uh, doing something on my own. Uh, being a member of a group also, but also like demonstrating a
competence or being skilled at something and being able to show that off a little bit. Like it was so rewarding
for me, like personally in that even though that's not how | would have articulated it at the time. But in
hindsight, looking back, | can see that's the power of it. So | don't know if that's something that you would
necessarily say to students, but that's what | could see the benefit for students is. And also, that being said, in
that the the special art program that | was a part of in Applecross, uh, there's another person, who has gone
on to become a visual artist. But the rest of us, we had a group of thirty. Everyone else is like, like doctors,



lawyers, vets, like they're all like super, super, like in industries which required like really good marks. And
across the board, all their best marks were in art anyway. They were all like really high achieving in the art
classrooms. and that helps them in university, but also helped a particular type of creative out of the box
thinking, which | think helped all of them in whatever industries they went into. Um, so there's all this value in
that type of thinking or like abstract thinking or looking at things from different angles or recontextualizing and
understanding the context of things. | think, um, that it's all really, really important, um, and super beneficial.
Even if the person doesn't do art or look at art ever again. | hope they do. But like, if they don't, there's all this
stuff that comes out of artistic and creative practice.

The Art Room We are super pleased that you brought that up because we have declining, visual art numbers
and arts numbers in Queensland, particularly due to the ATAR system that is scaling subjects and it's very
complex, but basically young people who are passionate about art aren't choosing it. They're feeling
pressured to choose other subjects that will scale better and give them a better ATAR. So what would your
advice be? Um, for those students who love art but aren't going to take it?

Abdul Abdullah Toughen up and do some art like no, no, but essentially it's sort of, it's, it's, it's so much more
valuable than, than how it's been pitched by the people that are structuring the ATAR and how they're sort of
scaling it. It's, it's to me, | think it's essential. Like, | understand that not everyone's going to want to do it and
it's not of interest to everybody. But if you do have interest for it, | think it's such a valuable thing to do. And it
just helps with all the other stuff. Like, | mean, one of the issues, | guess for for a year twelve student is that if
you're passionate about art, you're generally going to put so much time into it and people get like commit
hours and hours and hours to their final project and that sort of thing. But | know everyone | know who's done
that has done quite well out of it. Like I, I, can't see it as as a negative or any type of a waste of time. Like |
said, you never might never be a professional artist, you might never study art, but it just has all these other
wonderful benefits that | think is, is really important and also has a bit of a healthy mind in year twelve. | know
when | was in school or, or students afterwards have kind of gone a little bit in themselves in year twelve and,
and having an, an art classroom or an art project, | think is, is, is incredibly valuable. And like there's, there's
been like a, again, like one of my oldest brother working in prisons and how essential those art classes are to
people who are interested in them. And then the very little like I've done stuff in outreach programs, but like,
I've only been into a juvenile justice facility for one program. This is a few years ago back in Melbourne. And
just the value of having that creative practice in what was otherwise a very stressful environment, uh, is so
beneficial. And I, and |, and, but also you can, you can do a really good job and get a really great mark and
that can help you get into university and all this. I'm ranting again. But like, yeah, you should, they should do
art. They should study art.

The Art Room It's really music to our ears, music to our ears. So where to from here? So what are your future
plans where that you can share?

Abdul Abdullah So it's this this year it's all uh, so we had Sydney Biennale, uh, finished recently and then the
rest of the year is all sort of art fairs essentially. So going back to Sydney for Sydney Contemporary, uh, and
then October, there's the Frieze Art Fair in London, which I'll show you some more of these, uh, cats with. I'm
in the gallery there and then Art Basel Miami in November, but | won't, I'm unlucky to travel to both of those.
Uh, | mean, maybe I'll go to London, but I'm a bit nervous to go to Miami at the moment. Uh, and then, uh, it'll
be the beginning of next year. There's Art Basel, Hong Kong in February or March, and then I've got a solo
show in London, uh, in April next, next year. And I'm also at the moment in the Pattani Biennale, which is a
biennial show in southern Thailand, which is a very interesting part of Thailand because it's under martial law
and there are military checkpoints everywhere. It's not really in the news so much outside of Thailand, but a
very fascinating, uh, part of the world. Uh, and, uh, hopefully in season two is on at the moment for Portrait
Artist of the year. And we're really hoping it seems pretty positive, but we'll get a season three. Uh, and that
will be we hope so. We hope so. Yeah, it's really fun. | hope that we get to do to do that one. Um, that'll be the
first half of next year as well filming anyway. And then, uh, aired in the later half of the, the second half of the
year. Uh, so that's the short and long term or medium term, | guess. And then beyond that, | have no idea. So,
um, we're my, my wife is performing at the opera house in September. Uh, she's got a show on, Rinse, which
is toured through Europe and North America. And so it's coming back to Australia, uh, for her performance
there for a season, which should be really wonderful. Uh, and, uh, yeah, a whole bunch. Yeah, a little. Yeah.
There's always stuff happening.



The Art Room Yeah. Very busy man. We're very grateful for your time. We have one last question. Yeah. This
is, this is the best question. It is the best question. So, Abdul, if you could collaborate with any artist, living or
dead, who would it be and what would you make?

Abdul Abdullah Okay, great. Yeah. Brilliant. Okay. So it's not, uh, I, yeah, like I, | joke around about like, my,
my, my, my wife and |, when we first got together, both being artists, we said to each other that for the sake of
our relationship, we'll never, we'll never creatively collaborate like we'll work together, but, uh, one person's in
the lead. So if it's her project, I'll help her out. And if it's my project, she'll help me out. But it's not sort of
co-authorship because it would be, uh, we want to have a long lasting and loving relationship. So the, the idea
of collaboration is, like, | do collaborate with artists, but it's not front of mind, but if there was an artist that |
would love to go see how they work and just to spend time with and be a fly on the wall, but also see their
practice, see how they paint and learn from would be, uh, Jenny Saville in, in the UK, which actually, | think
she's based in France now, but |, I'm such a like since the beginning of my art practice, I've been a massive
fan of how she applies paint. | think her paintings are really, really marvelous. The giant portraits, | think, are
really special and spectacular that the looseness that she applies it, but also then looking in books and seeing
how much work goes into developing and planning one of these paintings that like a word that | got from
Robert, again from Portrait Artist of the year, from season one, is like sprezzatura the Italian word of like these
making things look easy. But they're, they're a really practiced and developed hand. And | can see that like so
specifically in Jenny Saville's work where you've got this big mark, but it just communicates perfectly what
what she wants it to communicate. Um, and |, | saw a, a like a mini retrospective of her work in Venice, uh,
earlier in the year. And that was the first time that I'd seen those, those early works of hers in the flesh. Like
I've seen more, uh, recent works of hers at the Art Gallery of New South Wales and a few different places like
that. But this was the first time that I'd seen those very, very famous early works. And yeah, they were just
marvellous. So if | could spend some time in, uh, Jenny Saville’s studio, which | think is in like a castle in
France somewhere, like | would like to sit there and just watch and hang out and I've got to meet her once, uh,
she did a talk at Art Gallery of New South Wales and then Maud from the gallery said, Aw, come over and,
and meet her. And | was like, just a bit starstruck, and I. | don't know what to say. | just got | just think you're
the best. And there's nothing really else to like, | don't know, | don't know, maybe | could have like, invited
myself to her studio or something like that at that point. But it was, yeah, it was just really cool to meet her and
to. oh yeah, I'd love to see how she works. So not collaboration, but to experience and to see and to learn
from, it would be Jenny Saville.

The Art Room | love that answer. It's a great answer. Thank you so much. Now we and thank you so much
for giving up your time. Your work is discussed in classrooms across Queensland and no doubt across
Australia. You've got very much loved and we really want to thank you for your insights today, and it's been an
absolute pleasure and a privilege to talk to you, Abdul. So thank you.

Abdul Abdullah Oh, thanks so much for having me, guys. This has been really fun. Thank you. Thank you.

The Art Room Yeah, we love it. We don't mind an artistic rant.



	Ep 3. Abdul Abdullah 

