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ARTIST STATEMENT

Zambia, Central Africa was where I grew up until migrating 
to Australia in 1976. Since then I have lived all over Australia: 
Perth, Alice Springs, Adelaide, Geelong, Brisbane and 
now Melbourne. As a contemporary Australian oil painter, 
I combine expressing current issues with a myriad of visual 
influences and experiences that I was exposed to as a child. 
These can be seen in the bold use of line and colour, strong, 
sculptural forms and the play of narrative. My ongoing 
interest in artists from the Renaissance, Modernism and 
Abstract Expressionism combined with a love of literature, 
ecology and mysticism have provided my work with multiple 
layers and meanings from a range of influences. The Shona 
sculptures of Zimbabwe are a reference for my figures and 
my approach to colour fields can be attributed to the 
influence of Emily Kngwarreye and Mark Rothko.
The paintings also express a deep metaphorical and 
psychological intent. The subject matter is deeply emotional 
on a personal level, but at the same time expresses feelings 
of a universal consequence. I have, over the period of three 
decades, worked on an exacting and rigorous search for 
self, combined with a quest to create a world of dream and 
reflection. The work explores transience and transformation, 
with the riddle of identity at its core.
To express the journey of transformation on a flat surface,  
I use tone and geometry to guide the process of looking, to 
create movement and depth. The surface of the painting is 
a world and the boundaries of the painting are the edge of 
their world. The images are crafted, as if sculptured through 
the application of paint. The development of the paintings 
are guided though emotion, imagination and ultimately 
allowing the work to emerge.
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IN PURSUIT OF COURAGE

For three months last year, I lived on a kibbutz in the 
Arava Desert learning permaculture. I had been to a 
kibbutz almost 28 years before, and this was a journey 
that both took me back in time, but also showed 
starkly who I am now.
I was affected in many different ways; the harsh, sun 
baked landscape, the awareness of borders, 
history etched into the present, spirituality and hope. 
I explored new ways of looking at the environment 
around me, at my internal landscape and beliefs, 
and through my studies, how to re imagine a future 
for this planet that was more holistic, sustainable and 
inclusive. 
Part of this process is expressed in the approach 
towards creating images that would articulate my 
revised way of interpreting my world.  Space became 
more expansive, the  delineation between earth, 
object and sky less definitive, so as to express a state 
of mind as opposed to describing a place.  When 
one travels alone, one becomes more aware of the 
‘other’ or ‘stranger’ and the interactions that occur 
remind one of what it means to be human. To travel 
safely, the qualities of kindness and generosity are so 
essential and meaningful. 
For this exhibition, twelve works were produced in 
response to this experience, works that look at facing 
oneself, trusting others, pushing forward, cultivating 
dreams where all around seems barren. I was 
searching for courage, and many times I found it.
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My Wall Becomes Me

89 x 89cm
oil on linen
2014

Sometimes in a simple, beautiful and natural space one becomes 
beautiful in that quiet, self assured way. Often times, we take on 
this wall, it’s defences and shields and in doing so, it becomes us. 
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Comfortably Numb

89 x 89cm
oil on linen
2014

Comfortably Numb is about taking stock of where one is. The 
horizon shows the heart beat, once rapid now flat.  
The rabbit, her essence, is small, immobile and crushed by the 
neglect shown to her soul needs. She sits, comfortable in the 
hammock and only when she gazes into the mirror, sees that she 
has lost touch with her spirit. 
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Cracked Open

58 x 61cm
oil on linen
2013

Cracking open the shell we so often find ourselves surrounded by, 
leaves a cautious being relieved when a gentle bird emerges. She 
is rewarded with a kiss for her courage.
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An Angel in Disguise

89 x 107cm
oil on linen
2014

In my travels it is often a perfect stranger who appears when I find 
myself in need of help, assistance or just kindness. 
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Collecting Memories

87 x 77cm
oil on linen
2014

Our past can appear like a vista, viewed from up high.  
A fertile land full of memories. Some are like precious fruit, and we 
pick them so we can carry them around with us, always there to be 
recalled. 
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Different Sides, Same Coin

78 x 87cm
oil on linen
2014

As much as we may feel grounded to the earth, with our thoughts, 
imagaination and dreams we can fly into another space. At such 
times, we can be two distinctly different people, depending on 
our outlook, in often a relatively short space of time.
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The Thirsty Dove

89 x 89cm
oil on linen
2014

The dove is a symbol of peace. By placing a soldier and an 
ordinary man/woman and a dove between them, I show them 
both offering the dove water as a way of uniting the commonality 
of us all. Our basic human needs of shelter, water and kindness.
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Asking for Forgiveness

102 x 76cm
oil on linen
2014

Based on the practice of asking for forgiveness at Rosh Hashonah, 
the man, conjoined with his angel nature, releases snippets of 
requests asking that his past transgressions be forgiven. A wise 
man hears and holds the key to self-forgiveness and personal 
courage. The desert landscape leaves us in a stark and vivid place 
where we are open and vulnerable.
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The Traveller’s Guide

81 x 81cm
oil on canvas
2014

Journey’s into the interior and beyond our selves are best taken 
with an attention to our inner voice. The wisdom of those who 
have been before us, point us in the right direction.



12

A Balancing Act

82 x 82cm
oil on canvas
2014

Union is something many of us seek. We tend to look for this 
union with another, emotionally, psychically or physically.  We 
need to reconcile our separate selves too, to gain a sense of 
purpose and serenity. To engage and stay true to ourselves, 
requires a balancing act, no matter how tenuous the place we may 
be coming from. 
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In Search of Soul Mates

46 x 61cm
oil on linen
2014

In a little yellow submarine, with a curious cat for company, she 
searches the oceans and the skies for signs of friendly faces. 
Her cramped quarters describes the feeling she has, how 
uncomfortable it is to go through time alone. She searches for a 
ship mate, who with any luck will also be a soul mate. 
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Stepping out of the Shadows

61 x 86cm
oil on linen
2014

Stepping out of the shadows shows the transformation from 
a place of restraint to a place of trust and self discovery. The 
umbrella is a symbol of the shadow self and by taking a small leap 
of faith, he emerges from the shadows into a place filled with light.
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HEAD SPACE

Using the head as a potent symbol, simplified 
and reduced to its most minimal characteristics 
so it can be understood as a vehicle to express 
deeply psychological and emotional states 
of mind. The head can also be recognised as 
a representation of ourselves, our common 
humanity. These images portray our thinking 
selves, our conscious, our dilemmas. The 
continuous processes towards gaining a better 
understanding of who we actually are beyond 
the external self.
What is involved in ourselves actually learning 
and comprehending new ways of being, our 
sensitivity to our ‘ego’ when who we believe 
ourselves to be is contradicted, undermined,  
left bare and vulnerable. 
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Please Look Upon Me Kindly

50 x 70cm
oil on canvas
2013

Often times it is the inner self that is the harshest critic, and it 
this critic that can have a huge influence on how one traverses 
through the world. On examination of this persistent companion, 
I observed in detail the words that were directed to myself and at 
times the expectations were more than I could deliver. So as I lay 
there, I found myself asking, ‘Please look upon me kindly, so I may 
rest in quietness.”
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Listening to the Dreaming

76 x 100cm
oil on canvas
2012

This work is about the vital and important process that the 
exchange of knowledge can have on changing people’s 
perceptions and understanding of others. I initially referenced 
the impact that Aboriginal art has had on enabling a dialogue 
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people through the 
medium of painting and the sharing of their stories which has led 
the way in opening up a conversation between them.
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Some Other Time

100 x 76cm
oil on canvas
2012

When the muse falls, flattened and seemingly lifeless all the artist 
can do is rest and wait, for some other time. The rings of colour 
that radiate from the bird’s body show that she is still the source of 
creativity. This is about patience and waiting without expectation 
for what may come.
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Across the Divide

101 x 101cm
oil on canvas
2007

Communication can be hampered or enhanced by our ability to 
pick up our companions messages, nuances and expressions. 
When static occurs, its well worth remembering that we all come 
from the same cosmic soup, with patience all can become clear.



20

Bruised Ego

91 x 76cm
oil on canvas
2010

A moment of vulnerability and challenge to self after a personal 
betrayal. The solid, simplified yellow head suggests strength 
against a background of fragmented thoughts and feelings, the 
wide-eyed shock when our perception of ourselves is challenged. 
The split lip represents words spoken that come back to bite you.
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In Two Minds

88 x 76cm
oil on canvas
2010

A vibrant work that uses bold colour to create a resonance around 
the energy of thought, creative thought. The path of coloured 
energy that runs down the centre of the mind is the flow and 
movement of ideas and the head waits for the ‘decision”.
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Rising Tide

121 x 91cm
oil on canvas
2012

Feeling confined, the light shines and illuminates the inner space 
that in fact, exists within. However, despite being out of sight,   
I imagine there is always a ladder, a way to move on and beyond 
a current situation so although one feels trapped on one level it is 
an illusion, even when it feels real and insurmountable.
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Bathroom Reflection

63 x 50cm
oil on board
2004

She looks at her bathroom reflection, a moment in passing. We 
see her as if through a window, reaching for a towel. 
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SEXUAL POLITICS

These works play on common idioms that 
incorporate animals, to use language and visual 
puns to explore sexuality in a slightly cheeky 
way. They use the cover of common sayings 
to explore the hidden desires, and repressed 
identities that can cause havoc with our being 
truly present when we are intimate. The paintings 
are often double entendres, mischievous and 
minimal, whilst addressing some complicated 
topics. 
As sexual politics is personal and self reflective, 
there are no descriptions for these paintings. 



25

Catch a Tiger by the Tail

40 x 50cm
oil on board
2014
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Monkey on his Back

40 x 50cm
oil on board
2014
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Snake in the Grass

40 x 50cm
oil on board
2014
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Let Sleeping Dogs Lie

40 x 50cm
oil on board
2014
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Red Rag to a Bull

40 x 50cm
oil on board
2014
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Pull a Rabbit from the Hat

50 x 40cm
oil on board
2014
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The Elephant in the Room

40 x 50cm
oil on board
2014
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SAREN DOBKINS BIO

Saren spent her first thirteen years in Zambia, Africa 
before she emigrated with her family to Perth, Australia in 
1976. Since then, she has lived in several Australian cities, 
including Alice Springs, and currently resides in Melbourne.

During the 1980’s, she travelled extensively;
spent time on kibbutzim in Israel, backpacked through 
Europe and Africa, before settling back in Australia with her 
new family. 

She acquired many diverse skills and interests during her 
travels, including shoemaking, jewellery, photography and 
design, but it was painting that was the main and abiding 
interest. Essentially self-taught, influenced by African 
sculpture and Aboriginal interpretation of landscape, with 
a deep love of literature, she set out on her own path 
to create images that would express her journey of self-
awareness. Her first show, in 1986 in Adelaide, was highly 
successful, and she has gone on to show her work in over 
thirty exhibitions, both in Australia and overseas.

Her paintings are underpinned by her interest in psychology, 
ecology, politics, mysticism, human rights and her passion 
for art.  She has qualifications in the history of Art and 
Architecture, Multimedia and Visual Design, International 
Urban and Environmental Management and Permaculture.

Saren uses painting as a means of expressing her 
philosophy and understanding of life, and a deep deisre 
to communicate  and connect. Life is deeply layered, 
meaning is  important and her work tries to capture  
these intertwined connections in a single image.



This is a collection of paintings that are included in the 
exhibition ‘As Within, So Without’.

A visual image can be so much more effective than words. 
Complex stories can be told with just a single image. With this 
in mind Saren Dobkins has created a body of work that draws 
us in visually and invites us to explore her narrative driven 
artworks.
 
Saren Dobkins is a contemporary artist, whose work is largely 
about transformation. She often depicts the moment 
between one state of being and transition into another.  
This exhibition is a lyrical yet introspective exploration of her 
unfolding journey. 

As within, so without refers to the notion that what we think 
(our inner reality) becomes our outer reality. Both states are 
interrelated and interdependent.

It integrates 3 aspects: Sexual politics, Head Space and 
the pursuit of Courage.  These bold, narrative paintings 
use metaphor to explore how our inner reality impacts on 
our outer world. Her strong colours and sculptural form are 
influenced by her African childhood.  More recently a trip to 
the Arava Desert in Israel plays a definitive role in awakening 
a new approach to representing space and subject matter.  

Sue Gibson
Curator
Cambridge Studio Gallery
Collingwood, Victoria
March 2014

For further information about Saren Dobkins
www.sarenart.com.


