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FOR CHARLES REDDINGTON PAINTING WAS A VOCATION, AND HIS RECENT 
DEATH IS AN OPPORTUNITY TO REMEMBER THE IMPACT HIS ART AND HIS 
ATTITUDE TOWARDS ART HAD IN AUSTRALIA IN THE EARLY 1960S.

A LAZY 
SENSUALITY
REMEMBERING 
CHARLES 
REDDINGTON

Tribute PAUL MCGILLICK

P ainter and printmaker, Charles 
Reddington, died on April 13th, 
2021, at the age of ninety-two in 

his adopted town of Vilcabamba in Ecuador. 
While his name may not be familiar to a lot of 
people today, the influence on Australian art 
of his highly charged semi-abstract paintings 
and prints during the 1960s was immense. In 
a 1992 interview for the Australian Financial 
Review he told me that Robert Klippel had 
surprised him by saying: “Do you realise how 
important you were?” 

When he arrived in Australia from the US, 
Reddington was seen as a first-hand example 
of the new American abstract expressionism, 
known in Australia at that time only through 
magazine reproductions. Also, his approach 
to teaching art came as a breath of fresh air. 
But he remained unaware of his impact, 
preoccupied as he was with what he saw as 
a vibrant local art scene and the Australian 
landscape, which seemed raw and untamed 
compared to what he later referred to as the 
more “ordered” landscape of America. 
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Indeed, it is striking how prominent 
landscapes and marinescapes are in his 
output and how tenuous the label “abstract 
expressionism” was for paintings which 
were essentially emotional responses to 
what the artist saw around him.

Reddington is often referred to as an 
“Australian-American painter,” although he 
eschewed the notion of nationality, saying 
in an interview with Guy Warren in 2013, 
“I think of myself as a painter, never mind 
my nationality.”

Reddington spent around twenty-seven 
years living in Australia, arriving in 1959 
and ending his first sojourn in 1966 when he 
left at Colin Lanceley’s urging for London.

The legendary photograph from 1963 
showing Reddington as one of a group 
of twelve pre-eminent Australian artists 
lined up on the balcony of Betty O’Neill’s 
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01  Pre-Columbus, 2013, acrylic on canvas, 90 × 70 cm, photographed 
by Roberto Mendez

02 Play man play, 1961, colour screenprint on paper, 61 × 44 cm
03  Charles Reddington in his studio in Eucador, courtesy Rommie 

Gerber-Reddington
04 Coromandel Valley, undated, oil on canvas, 95 × 142 cm
05 Chanuke, 1963, oil on board, 166 × 138 cm

  You can teach someone how to draw, but 
you can’t teach someone how to paint 

Hungry Horse Gallery in Sydney shows 
how thoroughly he had been assimilated 
into the Australian art scene. When the 
photograph was reprised in 1994 outside 
Lucio’s Restaurant (the same building), 
there is Reddington again as one of a 
group of thirteen art world identities, 
including several from the 1963 shot.

He clearly felt at home in Australia. In 
my 1992 interview he remarked: “I was 
never made aware of being an alien. I never 
felt anything but myself. I knew I wasn’t 
Australian, but I liked Australia very much 
and was liked by Australians.”

Reddington was born in Chicago where 
he trained initially as a commercial artist. 
Then, from 1950 to 1954, he completed 
a Diploma in Painting at the School of 
the Art Institute of Chicago where he 

delighted in the access to the Institute’s 
great collection.

After two years’ national service, 
Reddington met his first wife, an 
Australian, and found himself moving to 
Melbourne where the Royal Melbourne 
Institute of Technology  offered him a 
position teaching painting. He settled 
easily into the Melbourne art scene and 
had his first solo show there in 1960 at 
Max Hutchinson’s Gallery A, which was 
boldly advocating abstraction in the 
Antipodean lion’s den.

But by then Reddington had already 
moved to the South Australian School 
of Art in Adelaide which, under the 
stewardship of Paul Beadle, was 
transforming into a dynamic locus of 
contemporary art where staff and students 

included people like Udo Sellbach, Karin 
Schepers, Anton Holzner, Alec Eddie, 
Dušan Marek, Syd Ball, Alun Leach-Jones, 
Jennifer Marshall and Barbara Hanrahan 
– and where the Reddingtons’ house in 
Coromandel Valley quickly became a 
gathering point for robust discussions 
about art over fine food and wine.

Reddington set up the painting studio at 
the South Australian School of Art (SASA, 
now the University of South Australia) and 
was a totally committed teacher, although 
he later said: “You can teach someone 
how to draw, but you can’t teach someone 
how to paint.” At the SASA, Reddington 
promoted an ethic of hard work and 
seriousness, and introduced art history and 
“crit sessions” while he also became closely 
involved with the wider Adelaide art scene.

He continued to show in Melbourne 
and made an exploratory visit to 
Sydney in 1962 at the behest of Clement 
Meadmore and Peter Upward who told 
him that Sydney would be more open 
to his abstraction than either Adelaide 
or Melbourne. Accordingly, he moved 
to Sydney in 1963 with shows at the 
Hungry Horse, 1963, and Gallery A, 1965, 
along with success in a variety of prizes 
and representation in the 1963 Helena 
Rubinstein Travelling Art Scholarship 
exhibition. By the time he left in mid-1966 
he had been in sixteen  group and solo 
shows in Australia.

Reddington was celebrated in Australia 
as a kind of avatar of American abstract 
expressionism, although he never saw it 
that way. Abstraction, he insisted, was 
always “an abstraction from the real.” 
He later said “I just paint what I think I 
feel.” Often this was in response to the 
landscape and he had quickly developed 
a strong affinity with the Australian 
landscape. Robert Hughes made a point 
of visiting Reddington in Coromandel 
Valley and later, in 1963, described him 
as “an exquisite colourist” whose work 
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06  Wonders and Workings of a New Place, 1963, oil on board, 121 × 102 cm
07  Desert Sunset, 2016, acrylic on canvas, 90 × 70 cm, photographed by  

Roberto Mendez
Courtesy Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney, Charles Nodrum Gallery, 
Melbourne, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Mosman Art Gallery, 
Sydney, Rommie Gerber-Reddington, and Shapiro Auctioneers and Gallery, 
Sydney

displayed “sweetness tempered by a kind 
of lazy sensuality disciplined by energetic 
collisions of black line.”

Typical of the kind of paintings which 
impacted so significantly on the local art 
scene was Wonders and Workings of a 
New Place, 1963, which won the Mosman 
Art Prize in 1963. Here, true to modernist 
abstraction, there is a unity of the picture 
plane. There are elusive hints of figuration, 
but no suggestion of a figure-ground 
relationship. And there is the jouissance 
of colour which so impressed Hughes, and 
which remained a feature of Reddington’s 
work throughout his life.

His whimsical and sensual semi-abstract 
paintings were often read as erotic – 
something he dismissed – probably because 
of how they referenced landscape forms.

From London, Reddington returned to the 
US where he completed an MFA in fine 
art and art history, eventually teaching 

at Indiana State University for more than 
twenty years, punctuated by residencies in 
Europe and the University of Wollongong. 
He also exhibited in Australia. In this 
period, Reddington’s work became more 
figurative and socially aware, until a dark 
period in the early 1990s saw a return to 
abstraction when his work again became 
highly expressive and textured.

Following his retirement from Indiana in 
1993, Reddington worked from his studio 
in Chicago before returning to Australia 
to take up the residency at Dunmoochin, 
1996-98, when he met Rommie Gerber, 
a fabric artist, whom he subsequently 
married. Then followed a residency at La 
Trobe University after which he stayed 
on at La Trobe’s Mont Park studio until 
2000. Then followed moves to Sydney, the 
New South Wales Southern Tablelands, 
mid-North and South Coasts, with the 
ever-changing landscapes – especially 
the marinescapes – driving a constant 
evolution in his painting.

In 2011, a visit to Ecuador persuaded 
Charles and Rommie this was an ideal place 
to settle and they returned permanently, 
with the new landscape, the light, and high-
keyed colours of the local culture again 
provoking a major shift in his work. 

But the essential character of Reddington’s 
painting remained the same: an intriguing 
encounter between the figurative and 
the abstract, suggesting a constantly 
mutable world in which the known and 
the unknown – the felt – are in a constant 
and dynamic relationship with one 
another. Although he never articulated it 
in words, Charles Reddington’s work is an 
argument for the proposition that there is 
fundamentally no distinction between the 
abstract and the figurative.    
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