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Luisa Rossitto’s intriguing watercolours have an 
undeniable sense of the uncanny. At first bright and 
lyrical, a second look will compel the viewer to look 
harder, but their charm lies not in the obvious. It is 
the nuanced shift she locates within her paintings 
that truly compels, repositioning from benign to 
sinister without revealing their secrets. ARTIST 
PROFILE spoke to Luisa in Wellington, New Zealand, 
where she currently lives and works.

Your lightness of touch and immediate ebullience doesn’t 
so much mask as expose the dark undercurrent at play in 
your work. Tell me a bit about the themes you are exploring 
and why you have chosen to use this pastel playfulness?
I tend to be attracted to big themes: goodness, badness, sinking 
or swimming, doom, trust, the panic and pleasure of being 
human... themes this big and consuming are easily pushed into 
theatrical territory and, though I don’t remember it consciously, 
I’m sure that these colours developed in part to satisfy my inner 
smart arse, to develop a gentle ridiculousness in the work. Using 
paint this way there is no mystery—everything is in full light, clearly 
rendered, matter of fact—the literal and the absurd make a  
good team. 

Yes they do make a good team, but I disagree that there is no 
mystery as the ridiculous idyllic of your subjects demands a 
narrative from the viewer. Lets talk about how you get there. 
What inspires the composition in a drawing such as Swan 
Song (2008)?
True... I want my forms to be recognisable, but I do like to keep 
an air of elusiveness about the story. Plenty of starting places but 
no definitive destinations, though I always have my own version 

of events. Building a composition is a process partly planned 
and partly felt out. I have a big collection of images and journals 
that I return to when I start something new—I’ll go through and 
flag the bits that jump out that day, spread it all out on the floor, 
move things around, stand on the chair and look down, if the wind 
disrupts everything I just take that in my stride. Normally I’ll start the 
process this way, then introduce subsequent imagery based on 
the fragmentary conversation I’ve begun. In Swan Song, I started 
with the image of a woman I’d found in a trash mag, married it to 
a dead zebra picture that had been kicking around for a few years 
and then sought out an accordionist as a bit part. As I add things, 
the plot in my head thickens. 

Do the works ever start talking to one another, becoming an 
accidental narrative?
Definitely. As stupid as it sounds, I seem to be able to ambush 
myself. I’ve become used to not questioning what feels right, and 
often there are happy, sychronicitous yet completely unplanned 
results. It’s also often a case of not seeing the forest for the 
trees—you don’t see the overarching patterns forming from way 
up close. To me, it is genuinely surprising, heartening and funny 
to realise how you orchestrate meaning on a number of planes in 
this way. 

Do you ever work the pictorial elements to convey a 
predetermined meaning? 
Always, but I like to keep the connections between things loose 
enough for the odd disconnect. When I first started moving my 
drawing from out of my notebooks and into the more formal 
setting of finished works, I did fear having my mind read, but 
over time I’ve built up an iconography that is comfortable. I like 
to choose images that already have a lot of their own subtext 
—I don’t expect anyone to read my own exact meanings and 
I wouldn’t want them to—it’s more about trying to get a certain 
feeling, to light up a certain bit of the brain. It’s more of a  
choose-your-own-adventure than a film script.

Why have you chosen watercolour as your primary medium?
The lightness of the medium is important—I always consider 
myself to be a drawer first and the painting part is almost 
incidental, just a way to colour in the drawing. I do love colour 
though, and watercolour has a beautiful luminosity without 
smacking you too hard in the face. I think the first time I really 
thought about watercolour was because of this jigsaw puzzle I got 
one year as a kid—it was of a watercolour painting of a city. When 
you do a jigsaw puzzle you spend a lot of time looking at the shift 
of colour in small areas of an image, and I was intrigued by the 
way the colour was both even and yet had a slight speckle and 
magic about it. 

The second time I thought about watercolour was at art school 
when I bought one of those spiral sets of watercolour paint—
absolutely terrible to work with—but I was living out of a bag 
much of the time, and after all, watercolour is a popular travellers 
medium. I also like the idea of watercolour as an amateur medium, 
something used for preparatory works, or works you don’t really 
intend to show. For this reason it has a certain fragility, or intimacy. 

In that sense it suits the post-chromophobic nature of 
your work well, do you see any need to move outside the 
femininity of your work?
Conceptually I don’t see my work as feminine because I’m 
attracted to universal matters, though I do concede that as I 
generally paint female protagonists there may be a tendency to 
read this into my work. I don’t think it’s a shameful thing to want 
to make work that is attractive, but I’d hate to think that this was 
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reading back through my notes, deciphering my own scribble  
and plotting my next works. 

Luisa Rossitto is represented by Helen Gory Galerie, Melbourne, and Ryan Renshaw 
Gallery, Brisbane

www.helengory.com
www.ryanrenshaw.com.au 
www.luisarossitto.com

EXHIBITION 
Mirror World
24 Nov – 18 Dec 2010  
Helen Gory Galerie, Melbourne

seen as just a feminine trait. My work always has an underlying 
sense of the sinister and this continues to influence aesthetics; 
lately I have been enjoying experimenting with sickly skin tones 
and emphasising the veins of hands to subtly mock the beauty 
of my figures. My ideas have always been built around a push-
pull dynamic, to try to both attract and repel. Perhaps as I mature 
in my practice, it’s more fun for me to repel than attract a viewer. 

The fragility and intimacy of your work is undeniable, but 
you often place these emotional charges on !gures that 
are otherwise seen as emotionally robust, for example the 
undercurrent of something not-quite-right surrounding the 
girls "oating on inner tubes in Maiden Voyage. What drives 
this subjugation of expectation or counter stereotyping?
I think it stems from a desire to introduce humour, in such a way 
that makes subtle fun of both the image and the viewer. I would 
like to think that for all my attraction to big themes, my work 
never loses its ability to be at least slightly silly. When you try 
and apply cause and effect narrative thinking to my work, they 
often descend into farce and take their lofty themes along with 
them. I hope that this makes my work interesting even to those 
who don’t normally engage with artworks. I don’t doubt that 
this contrariness is also the result of a practice that has grown 
directly from my personal journaling; initially, it was probably a 
way to defend the more personal bits and pieces poking through 
in my images. 

What is next?
I’m presently putting the finishing touches on my upcoming 
exhibition ‘Mirror World’ at Helen Gory Galerie, after which I’ll take 
a quick breather before returning to the studio to work on new 
things. It’s intriguing the way you’re often gifted with new ideas 
when you’re hard at work on other things, but I’m hyper-vigilant 
enough to write everything down. So over the summer, I’ll be 

01 Snake Skin, 2008, watercolour on arches 300gsm, 72 x 52cm
02 Home Coming, 2010, watercolour on paper, 75 x 50cm
03 Binary System, 2010, watercolour on paper, 75 x 50cm
04 Bad Blood, 2010, watercolour on arches 600gsm, 72 x 52cm
05 Future Tense, 2010, watercolour on arches 600gsm, 72 x 52cm
Courtesy the artist, Helen Gory Galerie, Melbourne and Ryan Renshaw Gallery, Brisbane
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