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A good place to start this exhibition is with gallery namesake 
Noel Counihan (1913 – 1986), invariably labelled as a social 
realist and man of the people. But as his son Mick has noted, 
the football, historically speaking, came before the painting and 
the politics. This does not preclude that the worlds of ‘high’ 
and ‘low’ culture could not mix, and in fact Mick’s memories of 
his father include him humming arias during the game – proving 
contradictions can and do exist, for some fans at least. A Swans 
supporter, football was a subject that the artist would dip in 
and out of over his career. Mick’s recollections of Noel extend 
to the ambivalent relationship he had with the game – in equal 
parts cynicism and love1. The former is perhaps captured through 
sufferance as a spectator, in the grotesquery of his Barracker 
images (1978) – strained eye-popping faces captured mid-shriek 
(almost certainly a Collingwood supporter) – while the latter is 
embodied in his early painting The High Mark (1947), regarded as 
a possible symbol of working class aspiration2, though perhaps 
more simply a celebration of the game, and it’s unusual aesthetic 
challenges. In the late 1960s football (and everything else) for 
Counihan fell under the gloom of selective conscription and the 
Vietnam War. In Broadsheet No.4 “Up You Cazaly” (1968) the 

For the Record
A commentary by Victor Griss, Curator 

Another bloody footy exhibition? Yes… er, no. 
Well, sort of. Leather Poisoning takes its title 
from the football commentators expression 
that implies a player has had more than their 
fair share of the ball during a game. In a similar 
vein, this exhibition invites the audience to 
consider if they too can have too much of 
a good thing. It also considers the football 
stadium as a site of ritual, spectacle, group 
dynamics and politics; in short the idea that 
football somehow is an escape from the 
outside world is quickly dispelled, nor can  
the outside world escape from football. 

1 Mick Counihan in Ross 
Fitzgerald & Ken Spillman (eds) 
The Greatest Game Heinemann 
Australia 1988 pp 7-11



Noel Counihan 
The High Mark 1947 
Oil on board, 61 x 40 cm 
Private Collection 
Image courtesy Counihan 
Gallery In Brunswick



Marlene Gilson
Marngrook Football 2015
Acrylic on canvas
80 x 100 cm 
Image courtesy the artist and 
Counihan Gallery In Brunswick

high marking skeletal soldier careering over gluttonous nudes 
is regarded to be a contemporaneous version of the dance of 
death3 and no doubt a provocation as to where other young men 
were drafted to a game of much higher stakes. 

The origin of the high mark and its distinction as a signature 
of Australian Rules Football is an area of some academic and 
historical contestation. This argument now extends back prior to 
the establishment of rules in 1858 and to the possible influence of 
the game Marngrook played by Mukjarrawaint and neighbouring 
people in what is now western Victoria. Tom Wills, one of the 
founders of Australian Rules, lived in the area as a child and 
spent substantial periods of time playing with Indigenous 
children.4 Marngrook, played by men and women, involved 
kicking a possum skin ball to height whereupon spectacular leaps 
and grabs for the possum-skin marngrook would ensue and a 
winner was chosen through individual dominance or outstanding 
leaping feats. Marlene Gilson, a Wadawurrung elder poses 
the influence of Marngrook in an alternative history painting 
Marngrook Football (2015) which draws a clever parallel between 
two simultaneously played games, though one is pointedly more 
dominant on the canvas than the other. It is left to the viewer 
to decide what the real score is. Bernadette Atkinson a Yorta 
Yorta artist and educator who works in various mediums, has 
researched and undertaken the making of marngrooks as an  
act of cultural revitalisation and production. 

2 Chris McAuliffe Eyes on the 
Ball: Images of Australian Rules 
Football in Art and Australia vol. 
32 no. 4 1995 pp 90-101

3 Robert Smith Noel Counihan 
Prints 1931 – 1981: A Catalogue 
Raisonne Hale and Ironmonger 
Sydney 1981 pp 94-98

4 Jenny Hocking & Nell Reidy 
Marngrook, Tom Wills and the 
Continuing Denial of Indigenous 
History in Meanjin Quarterly 
Winter 2016 



Bernadette Atkinson
Marngrook 2016 (x 2)
Possum skin
Dimensions variable 
Image courtesy the artist

Printmaker Anne McMaster, daughter of a Geelong dual 
premiership player, has familial connections to the western districts 
and a keen interest in social history5. Her metaphorical work  
Tom Wills Country IV (2009), a trio of layered and stitched football 
‘maps’, imply the links between Aboriginal culture and Australian 
Rules Football and the key role that Tom Wills plays in that narrative 
though the complete story itself may never be fully known.

Football stadiums have a significant history as public arenas for 
encounters in race politics. Tony Albert’s award winning Once 
Upon A Time (2013-14) traces the persistence of racist slurs, and 
the resolve of champions — Adam Goodes, Michael Long, Nicky 
Winmar, Chris Lewis and others — who suffered them, back 
through football history to a broader context using watercolour 
and a collection of ephemera set against contradictory slogans.  
The visual and verbal contradictions give the piece potency. It has 
since taken on more poignancy and foreboding given the fact a year 
later one of its subjects was very nearly howled out of the game. 

5 Roy Hay Tom Wills Country or 
how the legend has taken over. 
The Footy Almanac (Online)  
May 12, 2016

http://www.footyalmanac.com.
au/tom-wills-country-or-how-the-
legend-has-taken-over/

Tony Albert,
Once Upon A Time 2013 – 2014
Mixed media on paper
Dimensions variable
Image courtesy the artist  
and Sullivan+Strumpf  
Private Collection



Kate Daw & Stewart Russell
Two Homes, Another World 2016
Glues, metallic foils and  
iron powder surfaces, screen 
prints on Belgian linen, sound 
160 x 120 cm (1 of 2 panels)  
Image courtesy the artists

Kate Daw and Stewart Russell’s Two Homes, Another World (2016) 
began as the result of a fellowship at the MCG six years earlier, 
considering the significance of the site for Indigenous people on 
which the stadium was built. The project, which took the artists 
to Yuendumu in central Australia and back, culminated with a 
collaborative work included here, a musical score by Yorta Yorta 
Soprano Deborah Cheetham AO who respectfully declined 
an invitation to sing ‘Advance Australia Fair’ at the 2015 Grand 
Final unless a change to the lyrics (“for we are young and free” 
with “in peace and harmony”) could be made. Here the national 
anthem is presented and sung back to front and upside down by 
Cheetham’s young protégés, carrying with it the implications and 
challenges of an unfamiliar language and indeed nationhood.



No stranger to Yuendumu or football, Rupert Betheras is in 
some respects this exhibition’s real insider. A former Collingwood 
player with cult hero status, Betheras has spent much of his 
post-game career as an artist and part-time player mentor for 
the Yuendumu Magpies, moving between Melbourne, central 
and northern Australia. The painting series Field Works shows 
influences from his football past and painting alongside Warlpiri 
artists with accompanying bird’s eye view. Painted on masonite 
and discarded instructional whiteboards complete with 
aluminium edging, Betheras structures these paintings around an 
oval motif, layered with demarcations sometimes almost violent 
in execution; ominous ritual sites. Simultaneously they seem 
to speak of the body; ribs, spine, scarring, blood and viscera. 
Perhaps in part responses to very serious episodes of conflict 
and payback the game has been linked to in Yuendumu cultural 
life, part exorcism of his own football past – he has since moved 
on to explore new forms and works in installation.

Rupert Betheras
Field Work #01 2013 
Ink and synthetic polymer 
paint on recycled chalkboard
120 x 120 cm
Image courtesy the artist  
and Alcaston Gallery  
Private Collection



It’s no secret a group football exorcism would be appealing  
to Michael Leunig who daydreams lyrically to that end in  
The Absolute Grand Final. A cartoonist, like Noel Counihan  
who also plied a trade in the newspaper business, Leunig has 
lampooned football hysteria as anything from a personality disorder 
(Is Australian Football a Sport or is it a Personality Disorder?)  
to seasonal obsession excluding all else (The Miracle of Spring:  
A Man Watches a Football Match on his Mobile Device).  
In Favourite Football Recipes, insistence on football consumption 
becomes literal and taken to near terminal levels. Moments of 
whimsy do occasionally pop up, as in the work Street Football, 
where the simple joy of kick-to-kick trumps club rivalries but 
cynicism like that regarding profiteering in Watch the Game from 
your own Corporate Box is much more the order of the day. 

Where a little is too much for some, others can’t get enough. 
Three Teams (2013) a fascinating community art project 
undertaken in regional Victoria is by Gabrielle De Vietri, who 
ironically self-identifies as a non-football person. The Horsham 
football community thought differently, instead engaging 
passionately in a simple idea posed by the artist – what would 
happen if there were three teams out there on the ground?  
In part a social and behavioural experiment, De Vietri conceived 
the idea as moving beyond binary oppositions and a more 
general interest in the “what ifs?” that most people mull over but 
never have the chance to test6. The project then had a life of its 
own, from the creation of rules to organising the on-field event. 
The community engaged and acted in unexpected and non-
routine ways, to say nothing of the players when the game was 
held, harking back to Plato’s lesson that one can discover more 
about a person in an hour of play than a year of conversation.

Michael Leunig
Street Football
Archival inks on  
Museo Portfolio Rag 
300gsm art paper
29.7 x 42 cm
Image courtesy the artist

6 Gabrielle de Vietri  
interview with Alex Bellemore  
11 October 2013 (online)  
www.australiacouncil.gov.au



Paula Hunt 
In the (Footy) Stadium 2017
Digital Prints (10)
57 x 45 cm (each) 
Image courtesy the artist

Gabrielle De Vietri
Three Teams 2013
Dual-channel HD video, 16:9 ratio 
colour, sound 30:07 minutes 
Dimensions variable
Image courtesy the artist

From Plato to Foucault, Paula Hunt’s  
In The (Footy) Stadium (2017) series takes 
its cue from the French philosopher’s 
conception of the heterotopian space7. 
As such a place, the artist regards the 
stadium as unique kind of site — real,  
but also something more abstract —  
in which contradictions and absurdities 
invariably exist or take place. Against the 
official league messages and omnipresent 
advertising pulsing on giant screens and 
blaring through public address systems 
there still remains the possibility of the 
random and unforeseen event. Hunt’s 
agitprop style posters address such 
stadium events, some familiar to the 
mainstream, others which have become 
folkloric. From protest actions (Strike, 
Thanks for the Memories and Draft Beer 
not Boys), to public displays of solidarity 
(Stand up for Adam) and moments of 
the comedic and the Carnivalesque 
(Pluga’s Pig and Rogue Element) they 
are the unofficial documents of episodes 
that play outside the proposed field of 
containment. 

7 Michel Foucault and Jay 
Miskowiec Of Other Spaces in 
Diacritics Vol 16 No 1 Spring 1986 
pp 22-27



Rennie Ellis 
Carlton Supporter,  
VFL Grand Final 1982  
C-type print  
50.8 x 40.6 cm  
Courtesy Rennie Ellis 
Photographic Archive

Another documenter,  
Rennie Ellis (1940 – 2003) also 
looked beyond the boundary line 
for his subjects. The fans were as 
dynamic and engaging as the field 
of play, if not more so (Richmond 
Fans 1974, Carlton Supporter VFL 
Grand Final 1982 and The Streaker 
Grand Final 1982). Photographed 
in an era when crowds were more 
unruly and the game retained 
more of its suburban roots and 
character, Ellis captured the 
tension and tribalism in the crowd 
(Policeman 1973 and Fan escorted 
by Police 1974) the awkward 

association with politicians and alcohol (Malcolm Fraser 1980, 
North Melbourne Breakfast 1982), and the now increasingly rare 
sight of fans venturing onto the hallowed turf (Kids on MCG after 
VFL Game 1980s), which was once a weekly post game ritual.

Football takes on spiritual dimensions in the art historical 
mashups of Jim Pavlidis. Another newspaper man, his digital 
illustrations are tongue-in-cheek revisions of ‘grand’ art and pop 
culture iconography, populated 
by the who’s who of the football 
world. For their supreme ability, 
Gary Ablett Sr (nicknamed ‘God’) 
and his son Gary Ablett Jr (‘Son 
of God’ or ‘The Little Master’) 
are presented accordingly in 
a religious icon surrounded by 
an entourage of their Geelong 
brethren. In a nod to Florentine 
painter Botticelli, Nicky Winmar’s 
proud shirtlift is immortalised 
as a mystical revelation in 
a reworking of The Birth of 
Venus, and the emergence of the women’s league equated with 
the arrival and rites of a long anticipated spring in Primavera. 
Whimsical as they may be, they may unintentionally reflect a 
broader school of thought that football fulfils a surrogate role 
of observance, tradition and solidarity in an increasingly secular 
population — something to consider when chanting your team’s 
name or singing the club song at the end of the game.

Jim Pavlidis
Primavera 2016
Pigment inks on archival paper
21 x 29.7 cm
Image courtesy the artist
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Follow Us/More Info

Subscribe to our e-newsletter  
moreland.vic.gov.au/ 
counihan-gallery

 / counihangalleryinbrunswick

Public programs

For details on upcoming programs 
and events please check the 
gallery website or facebook page.

Schools/Groups

We welcome visits by school and 
community groups. Please contact 
us if you would like to visit with 
a group and meet the gallery 
curator.

About the gallery

The Counihan Gallery In 
Brunswick opened in 1999.  
The public gallery for the City  
of Moreland, it is named in honour 
of the Australian artist and activist 
Noel Counihan.

The gallery has a focus on 
contemporary art exhibitions and 
aims to encourage discussion and 
debate about issues in arts and 
culture through public programs.

Moreland City Council 
acknowledges the traditional 
owners of the land in which  
the gallery is located, the 
Wurundjeri people.

Counihan Gallery  
In Brunswick

Located inside 
Brunswick Town Hall 
233 Sydney Road 
Brunswick VIC 3056 
(03) 9389 8622

counihangallery@ 
moreland.vic.gov.au

moreland.vic.gov.au/ 
counihan-gallery

VISITOR INFORMATION

Counihan
Gallery In
Brunswick

Dawson St
Glenlyon Rd
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Denotes programmed events with 
AUSLAN interpreters. Email the 
gallery for information.

The gallery is fully accessible by 
wheelchair.

Public programs

A special series of free public 
programs will be held throughout 
March to coincide withWomen’s 
History Month and the launch of 
national women’s football league. 

— 
Wednesday 15 March 6:30 – 8 pm 
Marngrook, Tom Wills and the 
continuing denial of Indigenous 
history

Presented by Professor Jenny Hocking, 
Monash University

— 
Saturday 18 March 2:30 pm – 4 pm 
The Huddle

Curator and artists talk including 
Bernadette Atkinson, Paula Hunt, 
Gabrielle De Vietri and Kate Daw.

— 
Wednesday 22 March 6:30 – 8 pm 
From the Outer: Inner Sanctum 

Panel discussion with novelist and 
podcaster Nicole Hayes (moderator), 
author and adjunct Professor Sophie 
Cunningham, Television presenter Leila 
Gurruwiwi and writer and journalist 
Alice Pung.

— 
Wednesday 29 March 6:30 – 8 pm 
Heathens (R) 1994 

Film presentation and Q&A with 
documentary film maker and critic 
Megan Spencer.

(High level frequent coarse language.
Not for children)

Cover Image: Rennie Ellis
Richmond Fans 1974
C-type print, 40.6 x 50.8 cm
Courtesy Rennie Ellis  
Photographic Archive

Opening Times

Wednesday – Saturday  
11 am – 5 pm

Sunday 
1 – 5 pm

Closed on public holidays  
and between exhibitions. 


