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The Shooting of Wild Dogs 1958 by Clifton Pugh 
 

 
The Shooting of Wild Dogs 1958 Clifton Pugh image Sally Morrison, copyright Dunmoochin Foundation   
 
Its placement in the exhibition space of the NGV collection 
 
Clifton Pugh was known primarily as a portraitist, so it is not surprising to find his work 
on display at right angles to the acknowledged leading portrait painter of his day, William 
Dobell. But while Pugh was a portraitist good enough to challenge Dobell’s supremacy 
and while he made his mark painting the leading lights of his day, he also painted 
Australia as he saw it. 
  
The hanging of the picture between Aboriginal works and the works of Pugh’s 
contemporaries is significant because Pugh’s art, which was inspired by the country he 
lived in, represents perhaps the first genuine nexus between Aboriginal and resident non-
Aboriginal art in Australian art history. 
 
The painting next to the Pugh has almost nothing in common with it. It is by Robert 
Dickerson, whose main focus was on the poverty of urban Australia. You will notice all 
along the wall that Pugh’s contemporaries painted the urban scene and often their 
paintings are far less dramatically rendered than Pugh’s. That’s not to say that they aren’t 
in their different ways, dramatic. 
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Biographical background 
 
Pugh spent the formative part of his youth growing up on a model farm out in the bush at 
Greensborough. The family also had a house at Frankston, where he was exposed to the 
Bohemian artistic life through family acquaintance with Nan and Harry McClelland, who 
founded the McClelland Gallery. Pugh loved the Australian bush from a very early age 
and spent a great deal of time in it, watching and tracking its creatures. 
 
His father died suddenly when he was about to turn fourteen in 1938 and the family fell 
on hard times. It meant that Pugh had to be a resourceful young man, and indeed, he was, 
but he was also a non-conformist who hated the rules of the army which he joined to go 
and fight the war, and of the middle class, of which he was, by birth, a member. 
 
He was only in his early twenties when he came back to Australia after a frightful war 
spent fighting the retreating Japanese across the Torricelli Ranges in New Guinea. He’d 
seen atrocities and was aware that torture and cruelty didn’t pick sides when it came to 
war. While he was not being a forward scout, a position that was both terrifying and 
exhilarating because it meant kill or be killed, he was back at base catching huge New 
Guinean butterflies with his commanding officer, Jock Marshall, who would eventually 
become the founding professor of zoology at Monash.  
 
In New Guinea, Pugh had a number of spells in hospital suffering from malaria, 
pediculosis and other tropical complaints and when there, he read about German 
expressionism in his own copy of Sheldon Cheney’s The History of Art. Most 
particularly, he took on board the writings of Wassily Kandinsky, the very influential 
German Expressionist and co-founder with Franz Marc of The Blue Rider. 

  The Fate of Animals 1901 Franz Marc image Wikipedia 
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If you look at the image of The Fate of Animals by Franz Marc, whose work you can see 
in the Städel Museum collection now showing at the NGV in St Kilda Rd, you will see 
numerous superficial similarities with The Shooting of Wild Dogs. The subject is animals 
about which both Marc and Pugh were passionate, Marc because of the horrible fate of 
many horses in war and Pugh out of sheer wonderment at Australian flora and fauna. The 
palettes are distinctly different, Marc’s being much the more colourful. Both paintings are 
full of thrusting diagonals, but the Pugh has an inner circularity that is lacking in the 
Marc. This circularity is a trade mark of Pugh’s; he used it to represent both the life cycle 
and Darwinian evolution. 
 
Pugh learnt from Sheldon Cheney that in the early 1900s, while the French were moving 
from Fauvism to the more restrained techniques involved in Cubism, the Germans were 
acting out the sentiments of Goethe when he said ‘Man’s intellect alone cannot compass 
the creation of art; it must act in union with the heart’. Fauvism in Germany went wild 
and highly expressive, looking to African art, South Sea art and Neolithic art for its 
inspiration.  
 
Galloping Fauvism was held in check, however, by the influence of the Norwegian 
painter, Edvard Munch, whose ability to combine the observed world with the felt world 
made a very deep impression on those emerging artists who had seen his first exhibition 
in Berlin in 1895 or made his acquaintance during his four year sojourn in Germany. 
 
The Städel Museum exhibition contains the works of Munch and other artists we are 
talking about in connection with Pugh. In particular, these artists belonged to the 
movement called The Bridge. 
 
The Bridge, which formed in 1904, made its aim the synthesis of the observed and felt 
worlds into single works. Clifton Pugh pursued the same end all his painting life, so you 
will see that his work is a lot more expressive of the painter’s inner feeling than the work 
of his contemporaries. He went for vital, dramatic, and sometimes staged, arrangements. 
 
Out of The Bridge, which had its headquarters in Dresden, was born the more 
sophisticated Blue Rider group in Munich in 1911. Wassily Kandinsky was the most 
influential member of The Blue Rider and reached a world wide audience with his The 
Spiritual in Art in which he said that the artist should ‘only paint out of inner spiritual 
necessity … he must heed above all else the total spiritual rhythm and the harmonies and 
tensions, the spiritual weight of each part’.   
 
Kandinsky extended the ideas of the Bridge to include a progression in rendering from 
the realistic to the abstract. He insisted that art should have its origin in the seen world 
because dispensing with modelling would mean throwing out all the great lessons of 
history. So the seen world was mentally processed by the artist, who would render it back 
again through art in a way similar to musical composition. His own attempts at doing this 
led him to regret that he could not make a successful marriage between realistic rendering 
and abstraction in one work. You will see in Clifton Pugh’s work a literal approach to 
Kandinsky’s dilemma. You will notice how Pugh renders the little heath flowers in this 
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picture with realistic precision, while the rest of the painting is strongly stylised. You will 
not see this kind of disjunction in the paintings of his contemporaries – indeed, he was 
often criticised for not painting a harmonious picture – Robert Hughes wrote many years 
ago that Pugh would add a sheep and a chocolate and expect chop suey. But I’d like to 
defend Pugh’s approach for its value in heightening the discrepancy between the violent 
scene and the peaceful, delicate one. The grizzly action of the shooting of two wild dogs 
bringing down a sheep is taking place in a context of bushland serenity. How 
incongruous it must seem to soldiers fighting in wars when they stumble upon reminders 
of where they are fighting and how indifferent nature is to their fighting. 
 
German expressionism harks back to the forerunners of Northern European art. If you 
look, for instance, at the elder Breughel you will see similar disjunctions juxtaposing 
realistic and stylistic rendering. The drama of our lives happens in the natural world. 
 
Pugh came back to Australia aged twenty-two, financially impoverished and 
psychologically damaged by the war. He was accepted into the National Gallery School 
to study painting under William Dargie, who was, like him, a returned soldier. Dargie 
was well liked at the Gallery School, but his method of teaching had nothing at all to do 
with the German Expressionism about which Pugh was so excited. He was nearly 
finished his course when he walked one day into Tye’s Gallery in Melbourne and was 
bowled over by Nolan’s Ned Kelly series. On the opposite wall of this gallery, you will 
see paintings by Nolan that might also have been influenced by expressionism. I was 
struck by the similarities between Nolan’s guard at Dimboola and Oscar Schlemmer’s 
Half-length figure turned to the left 1924 in the Städel collection.  
 

Nolan Web image, Schlemmer, NGV catalogue, reproduced by Sally Morrison for educational purposes 
only. L. Railway Guard, Dimboola 1943 Sidney Nolan and R. Schlemmer as above 
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Pugh begged Dargie to come and look at Nolan’s show, because that was how he wanted 
to paint: boldly, colourfully and from the heart. Dargie thought it was all rather decadent, 
but he did allow Pugh to finish his course and go his own way up in the bush on a scrap 
of ground he’d bought for himself from a couple of chicken farmers at Cottles Bridge. 
 
He’d begun to create his marvellous artists’ co-operative Dunmoochin. He had a tent and 
a spade and a girlfriend and pretty soon he had a wattle and daub shack, a de facto wife 
and a couple of little boys running around. 
 
To keep heart and soul together and to feed the troops, Pugh used to raise pullets for the 
chicken farmers from whom he’d bought the land. Foxes would come and eat the chicks 
and once Pugh surprised two Alsatians. He was about to shoot the one that couldn’t get 
away when it looked at him and wagged its tail and he found himself both angry and 
helpless at the same time. 
 
People around Dunmoochin would deny that their dogs got out and yet they did and they 
brought down sheep as well as raiding chicken coops. They were a terrible menace and 
yet, Pugh had a dog himself and he loved animals. There was always this horrible 
emotional dilemma when it came to getting rid of feral animals. Pugh had killed a 
Japanese soldier in New Guinea and had either witnessed or heard of the killing, close at 
hand, of some prisoners who gave themselves up at a place so far forward that the 
Australians would lose it if they took the prisoners back to base. The memory of it 
haunted him all his days and when it came to depriving a fellow creature of life, he felt 
unable to do it. 
 
In 1954, four years before this painting, and again in 1956, Pugh crossed to Nullarbor by 
road to Perth. He was mesmerised by what he saw there – the great landscape and the 
way Aboriginals had rendered it for generations in rock paintings and still rendered it in 
their ceremonial dancing and earth constructions. It may have been in the spirit of the 
German expressionists who used Neolithic art as part of their inspiration that Pugh started 
to incorporate Aboriginal techniques in his work, but I think there was something more 
authentic to it than that.  
 
The Nullarbor entered his heart and mind like a flood. On his second trip, he took in the 
southern Kimberley. Aboriginal art, he said, felt just right for Australia. Later, he would 
say ‘Art must be indigenous … arising out of the particular environment and background 
of a particular place and time.’ To distinguish this approach from nationalism, he called it 
geographic art and concluded that he believed very much in the development of an 
Australian art to express to the rest of the world. 
 
Although he did not follow through his initial impulses, there were three paintings in the 
series that came freshly out of the Kimberley-Nullarbor adventure that make a good 
comparison with the painter who is exhibited at the other end of the Aboriginal works 
here, Ian Fairweather. 
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Consider how Fairweather paints with a foreground calligraphy and compare it to Pugh’s 
rendering of some rainmakers he saw on the on the Nullarbor. 

 
Here Pugh is using the body decorations of the rainmakers as a kind of calligraphy in the 
way that Fairweather’s surfaces are calligraphic. In Pugh’s picture, the language, which 
floats up to the surface, is born of the land through the medium of the people who live in 
it. Pugh had a much more intimate feeling for Australia than did his contemporaries. 
Even Nolan did not enter into the landscape in the personal way Pugh did. 
 
To come back now and consider The Shooting of Wild Dogs: there is more to it once you 
know how to read it.  
 

 Firstly, there’s instantaneous, nature-based observation presented to us by the 
artist Pugh in a way that Kandinsky would have endorsed 

 Next, there’s the attempt to integrate naturalistic and non-naturalistic painting. It’s 
a matter of opinion as to whether or not you think Pugh succeeds. I think he has 
painted the eternal dilemma of dramatic, cruel action taking place in a benignly 
indifferent context. By the way, this is the kind of context that the old masters 
used to offset crucifixion pictures. Pugh, though irreligious, had Christianity 
bursting out of his allegories 
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 Then we have something that Pugh perhaps owed to his zoologist friend, Jock 
Marshall, the allegorical depiction of life’s cycle. There’s the Christian concept of 
death in the midst of life on one hand, and on the other there’s the wheel of sheep 
and dog legs indicating a cycle. 

 The futility of violence is underlined by the dead dog’s massive, but useless 
genitals.  

 There is also the presence of strong outlines, such as those that might be used in 
Aboriginal artworks. 

 
In really good works by Pugh, you will find something in addition to these features, 
which, by the way, had critics saying that he was tied into a rhythmic pattern he could not 
break out of – you will find hidden encryptions. If you look closely at the portrait on the 
back page, you will notice, in the top left hand corner something that looks at first like 
loosely applied paint. It isn’t. It’s a skull. And if you look carefully at that skull you will 
notice something else, it looks both out of the picture plane at us and sideways at Pugh. 
Life is where you have arrived in your slice of time. It came out of the long past. I’ve 
searched this painting for a sign of the same kind of message and the more I look the 
more I think there are two references here: 

 Up in the right hand corner, there seems to be a goanna with its tongue out and the 
shadow on the rock gives it a big, stumpy leg, possibly with its foot closed round 
the tip of its tongue. The goanna, of course, is a native animal and a primitive 
relic of the dinosaurs. 

 Next to the rock on which its shadow falls we have a very odd rock indeed and 
you’ll notice that Pugh seems to have had some problems resolving this section. 
What was he trying to do? I’m not certain about this, but I wonder if you can read 
an aboriginal elder’s head in this section, the top of the rock being curly hair and 
the space between the two white rays above the dead dog’s feet being the face, the 
white in the centre that could be wool doubling as a tuft of hair. Pugh liked very 
much to look back on origins to gauge the space and time in which he existed. He 
was concerned with progress and he wondered whether humans weren’t just some 
terrible aberration of evolution. The shooter of the dog is in many ways worse 
than the dog that, through natural lust, brings down the sheep. Furthermore, the 
sheep that’s been brought down occupies the place where the goanna and the 
Aboriginal once were. The whole continent of Australia is being dispossessed of 
its natural self by brutal, testosterone-driven interlopers. Well, that’s how I read it 
on brief acquaintance. 

 
The joy of looking at a good Pugh is seeking out the surprises and the links. I think he’s a 
very important painter because he does so much and represents the crossing over of so 
many strands. In this crossing over of strands and his reaching out to the original art of 
this country he’s behaving like a true inhabitant of the place we call Australia: he’s both 
unambiguously from here and at the same time a painter who has inherited his European 
past and blended it with his present. 
 
© Sally Morrison 7th August, 2010 
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