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Two out of four of these lemon T-shirt clad cricketers have 
hands tucked in pockets, another stands awkwardly apart from 
the group. A puzzling selection of colour is used sparingly in 
the painting. At almost the exact centre, the bat is a small strike 
of warm yellow that occurs only once and leaps out against 
the uniform lemon. In the background is an element that 
plays an important role in setting the mood; a diagonal-roofed 
institutional building in hard-to-describe pink, cut-off from the 
field by a large purple-grey slab.

Sacred Heart is part of the series Physical Education  
(2005–06) and as such shares a set of limited variables: a 
square format; a pastel palette; dark underpainting (evident in 
scraped patches and at the edges); a plain, unadorned ‘field’; 
a group of four or five uniformly dressed figures (one always 
at some distance from the others); and a typical New Zealand 
school building (a prefab, modern concrete development or old 
wooden building).

The oil paint has been applied to the canvas surface with a 
palette knife, sometimes thickly, sometimes scraped back to 
reveal dark indigo underpainting and sometimes drawn back  
to convey details of faces and bodies. The overall impression 
is of economy and lack of incident (where is the other 
team?). A spirit of un-ness appears to have descended – the 
photographically frozen figures stand waiting uncomfortably, 
the scenario is uneasy.

The problem of fitting-in is reflected in decisions made about 
both subject matter and composition. Typically figures in 
Small’s paintings fall into one of two categories; they adopt 
the stance of either the amateur or professional faced with 
the camera. Some appear teleported directly from the family 
album, others are escapees from advertisements, like the 
models in Jantzen togs and heels who turn up in kitchens in an 
early Small series. An eye for the individual is apparent in the 
placement of the barely-rendered figures.

Small is not only informed by documentary photography, 
particularly American work since the 1970s, but has literally 
lifted figures from this source. The photographs of Lee 
Friedlander, William Eggleston and pioneering Californian 
suburban observer, Bill Owens, are important references. 

Recent practitioners of subjective modes of social observation 
like Tina Barney, Richard Billingham and Rineke Dijkstra are 
also relevant.

The contemporary blurring of documentary and ‘constructed’ 
photographic approaches is important because while Small’s 
work is founded in close observation (of subjects close to 
home, ordinary and often deliberately ‘non-artistic’), her 
paintings are pictorial constructions. Her appreciation of the 
medium of painting complicates her approach to the social 
world. She has a particular fascination for the still life paintings 
of Morandi and his way of working in a tightly constrained area, 
exploring infinitesimal possibilities over a lifetime. While the 
sensibility presented in Small’s paintings is reserved, her way 
of working also connects with that of a very different band of 
contemporary painters (think Peter Doig or Karen Kilimnik) who 
also use photographic sources and a feeling for disregarded 
painterly modes.

Each of Small’s Physical Education paintings is named after  
an actual school but has no real connection to it. The 
Modernist building in Sacred Heart for instance draws on a 
Masterton kindergarten rather than a convent. Compositionally 
and emotionally this crankily rendered building plays a major 
role. In formal terms, its introduction contradicts the dominant 
flatness. Like the other elements of Small’s ‘representational 
shorthand’, it disrupts what might otherwise read as 
abstraction. Ultimately, out of the problem of managing her 
dual interests in formal issues and social observation, Small 
has fashioned a painterly approach that is entirely her own.
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A team less likely to terrify their opponents than the group occupying the otherwise blank field 
depicted in Kate Small’s Sacred Heart would be hard to find. 
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