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“Oh sweetness, sweetness, I was only joking 
When I said by rights you should be 
Bludgeoned in your bed...”2 

Given the historically modest size of the Northern Tasmanian 
population pool and the extensive series of historical events that 
inextricably link us, Adelaide resident, expatriate Launcestonian 
and Tasmanian painter Robert Habel would in all likelihood  
have been summarily acquitted by a jury of his peers, had he  
in fact ever been charged with committing any such act of  
violence upon the physical person of yours truly. That being 
said, selecting a jury of so-called ‘peers’ for Robert at any stage 
of human history would also - in all likelihood - have proved  
nigh on impossible.

In the intervening years between being first introduced to Robert 
in early 1982 on the corner of St John Street and the Brisbane 
Street Mall, Launceston, and the release by Mancunian musical 
sensations The Smiths of their now classic song Bigmouth 

Strikes Again in May 1986, he and I became firm friends, close 
rivals on the athletics track, sweated profusely as eventual 
training stable-mates whilst sprinting and running ridiculous 
distances over obstacles, and sharing State 400 Metre Hurdles 
Championship titles.

“The crowded future stings my eyes. 
I still find time to exercise 
In uniform with two white stripes...”3

Aside from - but indexically linked to - charging madly around 
those eight-lane quarter-mile athletic tracks that seem to have 
been so carelessly located atop exposed windy plateaus in St 
Leonards in Northern Tasmania, the Queen’s Domain Hobart 
and elsewhere, Robert and I and our athletic and social partners 
in crime shared a predilection for non-mainstream politics and 
the musically manic and mentally frenetic sounds of punk, new 
wave, psychobilly, post-punk, and heavy metal. 

Via ferromagnetic recordings of coveted vinyl releases by the 
likes of The Stranglers, D.O.A., The Exploited, G.B.H, Dead 
Kennedys, The Nomads, Black Flag, Fear, T.S.O.L, The Cramps, 
DEVO and Motorhead - plus other band compilations and  

individual albums far too numerous to mention -  and the constant 
swapping, borrowing and stealing of cassette compilation tapes 
of the same, we collectively exchanged imported ideologies, 
scorching tunes, energetic exhortations and sub-cultural styles 
albeit in a strictly linear and analog mode - none of today’s  
digital download, streaming, device playlist or song-shuffle 
shortcuts then being technically available to us. 

Robert and I shared multiple voyages of misadventure aboard 
a scurvy ship in the company of an infamous line-up of lovable 
rakish rogues, many of whom Robert still continues to venture 
forth onto the high seas with today on a regular basis. Forget 
Blackbeard and his crew, and ponder instead on one ‘Hangers 
Habel’, a.k.a. ‘The Ramone’, a slightly-built but lightning-quick 
sailor with voluminous ringlets who served many years before 
the mast with sturdy Midshipman Hilder (when he could be  
successfully located ashore), and a certain Captain Larsen4,  
the most cunning, charismatic and fearsome of his large and 
prodigiously talented multicultural clan.5  

Aside from our madcap musical connections and shared social 
and sporting history however, the common link between Robert 
and I - then as now - remains an abiding love of art, painting in 
general, and landscape painting in particular. 

While both of us worked to increase our speed, strength,  
stamina and technical skills as athletes in the early to mid 
1980’s, Robert concurrently developed his artistic skills and 
expanded his aesthetic worldview and conceptual mindset: 
firstly as a curious self-guided practitioner exploring his home 
environment and locales via pigment and paintbrush; secondly  
at the Tasmanian State Institute of Technology where his 
academic and personal interest in representing the painted 
landscape burgeoned; and ultimately out in the expanded field 
en plein air as he sought new subjects, vistas and connections 
and clarifications free from the strictures of the academy and 
the studio. (In subsequent years Robert went on to complete his 
Master of Visual Art Degree in his newly adopted hometown of 
Adelaide, South Australia.)

Blessed as I was with access to a veritable cornucopia of books 
and printed and painted images in my formative years and 

Garage Days Re-Re-Revisited -  
with apologies to Metallica1

Brougham Street, 1979, oil on board, 50x60cm

Boats on the Tamar River, 1979 
oil on board, 60x45cm

Brougham Street Design, 1979 
oil on board, 92x61cm

Mountain sketches, 1986, charcoal 
on paper, 20x55cm



family home environment, and with Robert’s visual and historical 
interests overlapping and intersecting strongly with mine, it was 
unsurprising that Robert became a regular visitor to my side of 
town. Being both intrigued and smitten with his early paintings 
of landscapes and urban Launceston scenes, I was only too 
happy to feast my eyes on the ever multiplying stream of  
canvasses that emerged from inside - and under - his home 
garage studio in upper West Launceston. 

One neo-expressionist canvas in particular - in line with the then 
artistic zeitgeist - of 23A Hillside Crescent, West Launceston –  
a building still situated and visible at the lower end of Robert’s 
own Brougham Street - struck me so much at the time that I 
mercilessly harassed Robert until he finally relented and gifted 
it to me. An odd 1920s dwelling with a later vertical extension, 
on certain days the mountains and sky immediately beyond the 
house can be clearly seen through the alignment of windows at 
both the back and front. A solid structure, it nonetheless there-
fore appears at times like a theatrical Hollywood facade prop.

Robert’s versions however – he having painted the subject a 
number of times – closed and filled those windows with swathes 
of similarly-keyed colour and line-work such that those basic 
structural shapes take on entirely new and different forms, an 
enduring practice that is still typical of Robert’s work today.

Writing as someone who spent the majority of their formative 
years in and around Launceston and the Tamar Valley, there  
can be no denying the powerful physical and psychological 
influence, pull, impact and importance of the interplay between 
the prevailing westerly and north-westerly winds, resultant  
spectacular cloud activity and other meteorological conditions 
in and around those hills, valleys and mountains surrounding the 
North and South Esk Rivers. These too, were shared touch-
stones for Robert and I; and ones that have shaped his artistic 
vision from their early beginnings through to the present day.

Looking back almost exactly thirty years, firstly from my vantage 
point a few blocks from the centre of Launceston, and now with 
the benefit of more worldly experience and perspective – those 

same prevailing north-westerly winds that caused Robert and I so 
much grief on the home straight of our local St Leonards Athletic 
Centre and elsewhere – also perpetually drove and dragged the 
clouds diagonally before them across the Tamar Valley. 

For Robert the painter - perched as he initially was then in his small 
painting studio tacked on to the garage of his family home on 
Brougham Street in upper West Launceston - this meteorological 
constant ultimately created an accessible spectacular view and 
range of effects.

Clearly visible and laid wide open for Robert in his elevated 
position on a daily basis were views up the Tamar River and 
Valley, the sunrises and last light over the peaks of Mt Arthur to 
the north-east and, Mt Barrow immediately to the east and the 
massif of Ben Lomond further to the south. 

I believe significant aesthetic and socio-cultural seeds were  
undeniably planted early in both our minds as inveterate watchers 
of those skies and explorers of the nearby lands, but Robert 
alone has continued to energetically and passionately maintain a 
rich and verdant visual permaculture to this day, embedded and 
established as he is in the twinned spheres of artistic expression 
and historical and environmental commentary.

“Acres bear corn and cost money. 
Meadows are surrounded by barbed wire. 
Terrible need and avarice laid side by side. 
Everything looks wasted and closed in. 
But here in my eye another order of things 
Goes on living: violet ebbs away 
And the purple flows on its throne, and I sing  
My innocent song.”6

Whilst historically a number of Tasmanian artists have chosen to  
lose themselves in stylised bloodied chambers and the monstrous 
feminine, while at the same time ignoring Van Demonian 
histories, the Black War and the horrors of Port Arthur both 
colonial and otherwise, by contrast, Robert Habel’s Tasmanian 
landscapes contain few Gothic or picturesque conceits, despite 
their seductive nature and intellectual and aesthetic over-
representation in the marketplace.

One of the favourite works from my collection is a painting titled 
Kempton Hills from 1985. It might not initially appear to be at 
odds with that statement, but in that work, Robert has married 
a firm appreciation and rich understanding of the history of his 
chosen genre with a pragmatic selection of subject matter that 
meets a number of overlapping aesthetic and socio-political 
criteria. In that painting, the truly unique quality of the Tasmanian 
light that falls on the topography of the hills visible between  
Bagdad and Kempton - when seen heading due North from  
Hobart on the Midlands Highway – has been masterfully captured 
and via his compositional mastery becomes a gently spilling 
crucible of skilfully rendered subtle colour shifts and contours 
captured and laid down in such a way that the beguiled viewer 
may not ever in fact see that such an evocatively illuminated 
scene is but a small snapshot of what is now but a small slice of 
an irrevocably denuded and disrespected Tasmanian landscape. 
Which element or level possesses the greater value or impact? 
The viewer is left to make that decision themselves.

From West Launceston, work in progress, 1984, oil on canvas, 85x120cm

Lower Brougham Street, 1983, oil on canvas, 78x89cm
Kempton Hills, 1985, Oil on Linen 30x100cm



While others have written more extensively about the theoretical, 
political and philosophical concerns inherent in Robert’s extensive 
body of painted work over the last thirty plus years, I have been 
undeniably privileged to have shared house with Robert, and to 
have witnessed first-hand his painting practice as it developed in 
the field and subsequently back in his studio – one in particular 
a cricket-pitch length away from St George’s Square Park and 
those magnificent easterly views visible from its High Street 
location. 

In addition to developing a certain indifference to the smell of 
rabbit-skin glue and drying pigments of varying hues and  
mineral or polymer composition, with clarity of hindsight I also 
realise now how fortunate and honoured I was to be invited  
to accompany Robert on his much earlier forays into the  
nearby countryside aboard his late-lamented 1960s grey Mini,  
roof-racks stacked with oversized canvasses and low-slung  
passenger seats crammed with highly-strung people and  
indifferent painting equipment.

Points, lines, moving planes, bodies in motion, can you locate 
yourself? Heading south, along Wellington Street, Hobart Road, 
through Franklin Village and the leafy glade that was Breadalbane, 
past Launceston Airport and flatter fields til Mt Barrow appears 
on your immediate left, down through the dip and sudden bump 
as your head hits the vehicle’s low roof as you bounce across 
the railway lines at Western Junction and proceed en route to 
the centre of Evandale past the castellated water tower, the 
period homes and the Church.

The Church. Tower demolished and rebuilt, surrounded by sky-
ward pointing trees, a backdrop of blue sky and clouds, perhaps 
the nearest and only approximation of an English picturesque 
painted view of Salisbury Cathedral - as masterly executed by 
John Constable - available to a young Launceston landscape 
painter, with all the attendant additional village attractions of a 
traditional bakery, antique shops and Sunday market nearby.

Departing Evandale now - home of the Art Prize named after the 
sober bronze man thumb-sighting lines of perspective through 
Claude’s pastoral imaginary - continue past the old rifle club and 
model aircraft field, onto gravel corrugations and into the hills 
and plains of the locale of Deddington, floodplains and the Nile 
River - the Palawa’s weetacenner  -  lands of the Ben Lomond 
Nation, the heart of Glover country and imagined bucolic splendour 
- chasing traditions, subjects, solace, sketching space, solitude, 
and Glover’s damn ghost away. 

Thirty years on. The prodigal returned to climb beyond those 
foothills. Up Jacobs Ladder once more to explore and again 
capture painted scenes – searching again for less obvious and 
unseasonal subjects and aspects bearing the remaining residue 
and remit of human impact and usage - of that imposing massif 
and mountain - toorbunna / Ben Lomond. 

The now thirty year plus process of capturing sites and sights  
on canvas continues. 

Salute!

Felix Ratcliff 
May 2016

On site, Northern Tasmania, 1990

1 Metallica, The $5.98 E.P.: Garage Days Re-Revisited. ((Elektra 1987) 
2 wikipedia.org/wiki/Bigmouth_Strikes_Again, accessed 20 April 2016
3 deadkennedys.com, accessed 22.4.2016
4 Cole Larsen and Robert Habel have long maintained a rich collaborative art practice combining Larsen’s moving image works developed and exhibited in concert with Habel’s site-specific field 
explorations, process-based painting expeditions and exhibitions. For an excellent overview, please see Dr Melinda Rackham’s catalogue essay under Energy Landscapes, the new frontier at: 
roberthabel.com.au/publications, accessed 1 April 2016
5 Please note: no omission of characters, forenames and surnames - partial or otherwise - here can ever protect all concerned, whether innocent or guilty
6 HESSE, H., ‘Painter’s Joy’, in Wandering, (Picador 1975), pgs 54-55

Evandale Church 
1985, charcoal on 
paper, 30x40cm

Church, 1986, oil on canvas, 125x150cm



On site, Ben Lomond, 2014

Toorbunna Ben Lomond, 2015, oil and metallic 
spray paint on canvas, 130x160cm



Ben Lomond 1, 2015, oil and metallic 
spray paint on canvas, 45x60cm

Ben Lomond 2, 2015, oil and metallic 
spray paint on canvas, 45x60cm

Ben Lomond 3, 2015, oil and metallic 
spray paint on canvas, 47x57cm

Ben Lomond 4, 2015, oil and metallic 
spray paint on canvas, 52x56cm

Ben Lomond 5, 2015, oil and metallic spray 
paint on canvas, 47x57cm

Ben Lomond 6, 2015, oil and metallic 
spray paint on canvas, 44x53cm

Ben Lomond 8, 2015, oil and metallic 
spray paint on canvas, 40x56cm

Ben  Lomond 7, 2015, oil and 
metallic spray paint on canvas, 
44x37cm



Churchgrounds Evandale, 1985 
oil on cardboard, 30x30cm

Coastal Landscape, 1985 
oil on canvas, 50x60cm

Building with Moustache, 1985 
charcoal on paper, 42x30

Pine Forest, 1984 
oil on linen, 50x74cm

Churchyards, Baghdad, 1983 
oil on linen, 42x59cm

Coastal Landscape, 1983  
watercolour on paper, 60x80cm

North Coast, 1985 
oil on canvas, 100x120cm



Brady’s Lookout Picturesque, 1989, oil on canvas, 235x510cm

Weymouth Beach 2, 1983, oil on linen, 30x55cm

Weymouth Beach 3, 1983, oil on linen, 25x45cm

Piper’s River, Weymouth, 1990, oil on canvas, 100x125cm On site, Weymouth, 1990



Royal Park, 1987 
oil on linen, 30x40cm

Royal Park Steps, 1989  
oil on linen, 30x35cm

Duck Reach, 1990 
acrylic on canvas, 45x45cm

Duck Reach 1, 1990, acrylic on canvas 
30x40cm

Inveresk Railway Buildings, 1990 
acrylic on canvas, 45x45cm

On site, View to West Launceston Hill from 
Royal Park, 1990

Deddington, 1990, oil on canvas, 100x120cm

Couple at Deddington, 1991, oil on canvas, 100x120



On site, Mt George 
2007

Tasmania Revisited - beds, south coast, holiday snaps, hut, 2000, oil on board, 117x58cm

Gunns River Tamar, the new shine, 2007 
oil on linen, 35x122cm

Tamar Monument lookout, 2007, oil on canvas, 61x47cm

On site, Bell Bay 
2007



Nights at Poimena, dusk, 2007 
oil on canvas, 50x61cm

Nights at Poimena, river, 2007, oil on canvas, 61x47cm

On site, I Light Fires, Poimena, 2007

On site, Poimena, 2007

I Light Fires, 2007, acrylic and fire remains on canvas, 120x140cm



View from Windmill Hil, 1990, oil on canvas 
60x30cm

View over Launceston, 1991, oil on canvas 
60x40cm

Longford to Western Tiers, 1985 
oil on canvas, 57x74cm

Campbell & McHugh Pottery in a Tasmanian Landscape 1 & 2, 2002 
oil on canvas, 91x122cm

The Gorge, 1990 
acrylic and mixed media on canvas, 38x62cm



Land Excavation Tamar Valley, 2008, oil on canvas, 76x122cm On site, Tamar Valley, 2014

A fine day for painting at Cape Grim with apologies to the Union Jack  
2009, acrylic, charcoal and pencil on woven polyester sail cloth 
190x140cm

On site, Cape Grim, 2009 On site, Lochiel salt lakes 
South Australia, 2008

Three Tasmanian Valleys painted at the Lochiel salt plains, South Australia on a hot windy day 
2008, acrylic, photographs and grasses on canvas, 163x183cm



“Almost from the beginning of his life as an artist Habel has been picturing 
Tasmania no matter where he has been living. What is landscape after all? 
Where does it stop and start? Does it rest just on the surface of a canvas or is 
it inextricably linked to the place of its making, the experience of making, and 
memory of its maker? These questions constantly inflect Robert Habel’s paintings.

Habel lives and works in South Australia, and returns regularly to Tasmania, the 
place of his childhood. ‘Deddingdorf’, the hybrid town that Habel has conjured 
is an amalgamation of Deddington, the Tasmanian stomping ground of colonial 
artist John Glover and the home of good friends, constitutes one part; and the 
Germanic hamlets of South Australia where Habel’s family first settled and that 
reference their German heritage, the other. ‘Deddingdorf’ acknowledges this  
split allegiance within his personal narrative.

The name also represents the segmentation of the making process into the place 
of depiction and the place of making. Where landscape and studio are usually 
not too far away from each other, in Habel’s practice, landscapes from one place 
can end up being painted in a different part of the country. This is not merely a 

Standing in my painting in the Deddington Landscape on a fire ban day 
2013, oil, grasses and ash on canvas, 174x189cm

On site, Deddington, 2013

Days at Deddingdorf



product of the physical location of the artist at different points 
along the creative process, but rather a deliberate strategy 
to acknowledge the physical disjunction and simultaneous 
connection to multiple geographies that many of us share. 
After all, we are never totally in one place – we move between 
places, and even in one place, memories and habits intrude 
or are invited in. Thus elements that initially appear as 
disconnected, enter the battle for the final image that goes  
on the wall.

Emphatically resisting the strong pull that Tasmania’s wilderness 
often has for landscape artists, Habel draws his subjects 
from lived and worked spaces and places. In the past his 
landscapes have often depicted wind farms, solar fields and 
industrial sites. In this series of composite images, a brand 
new clinical confined interior space counters the experience of 
the infinite and elemental outdoors. While on the surface the 
luscious impasto of these paintings registers as expressionist, 
the deliberate choice to make works outdoors in the wind, heat, 
dust embeds itself in the gestural mark-making, emphasising 
the urgency of the process, and leaving behind grasses and 
seeds. In the initiating work, ash that references the extreme 
fires that burned out of control not far away also invades the 
frame. And footprints concede the artist’s presence. Habel 
therefore cannot be considered an anonymous documentor 
of landscape – there is much more going on than meets the 
eye. His work invites forensic analysis. All the clues needed to 
conduct a thorough investigation are generously offered, and 
the unraveling of paint, place, time and sensation reaps most 
satisfying rewards.”

Jane Deeth 
January 2014

Deddingdorf, perspective 1 & 2, 2013, oil on canvas, 52x61cm

Deddingdorf, branding 1 & 2, 2013, oil on canvas, 52x61cm

Deddingdorf, heavy metal cross 1 & 2, 2013, oil on canvas, 52x61cm

Deddingdorf, fires 1 & 2, 2013, oil on canvas, 51x69cm

Deddingdorf, lace 1 & 2, 2013, oil on canvas, 49x69cm Deddingdorf, snow in December 1 & 2, 2013, oil on canvas, 51x57cm




