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George Gittoes, Evolution 2014, oil on paper  
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OVERVIEW OF THE RESOURCE 

This resource has been developed to support teaching and learning for George Gittoes: I Witness. The Education Kit contains 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǇŜǊƛƻŘǎ ƻŦ DƛǘǘƻŜǎΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ, as identified by curator Rod Pattern, explored in this survey 

spanning the last 45 years. Each section is accompanied by an example of his work from that time with an extended 

description and artist quote. There is a series of questions that focus on examining selected works through the Frames, 

Conceptual Framework along with questions about his Practice. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

άL ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛƴ ŀǊǘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀƳ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ Ǌƛǎƪ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǘΦ L ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΦ L ŀƭǎƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ŀƴ 

artist can actually see and show things about what's going on that a paid professional journalist can't and won't do, 

ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ǎƘƻǿ ŀ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴϥǘ ŎƻǾŜǊ ƻƴ ¢±Φέ - George Gittoes 

 

George Gittoes: I Witness is the first major exhibition in Australia of the work of artist and film maker George Gittoes 

which surveys the last 45 years of his incredible career.  

 

Internationally recognised for working and creating art in regions of conflict around the world he has been an eye 

witness to war and human excess, and also to the possibilities of compassion.  

 

Beginning his career in the late 1960s, Gittoes was part of a group of artists including Brett Whiteley and Martin Sharp 

who established The Yellow House artist community in Sydney. This was followed by his move to Bundeena in the 

Sutherland region where he became an influential and instrumental figure in community art projects and the 

development of Hazelhurst Regional Gallery and Arts Centre. 

 

In the 1980s Gittoes began travelling to areas of conflict and his tireless energy for pushing the boundaries of art making 

has since seen him working in some of the most dangerous and difficult places on earth.  He first travelled to Nicaragua 

and the Philippines, then the Middle East, Rwanda and Cambodia in the 1990s and more recently to Iraq and 

Afghanistan.  He has created an extraordinary body of work drawn out of his mobile studio of a camera, video, and 

visual diary.  

Gittoes explores the nature of being human even in the most difficult of situations. He is a unique artist with an ability 

to help us see more clearly the times in which we live. 

 

 

Belly Up 2013 
oil on canvas 
 
άaȅ ǎƻƴ IŀǊƭŜȅ ŜƴƧƻȅǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ƳŜ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǎƘŀǊƪΥ ΨLŦ ƘŜ 
Ŏŀƴϥǘ ƪŜŜǇ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŘƛŜΦΩ  
 
2013 is when I nearly went 'belly up' like a dying shark.  
 
First it was surgery for prostate cancer followed by replacement 
of both my knees and finally internal bleeding that had me 
getting transfusions at the notorious Bellview Hospital in New 
York where I started to feel I had a monkey on my back from all 
the painkillers.έ - George Gittoes 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Discuss how the exhibition title, I Witness, relates to George Gittoes practice. In your answer make 
reference to the quote above.  
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BEGINNINGS: THE YELLOW HOUSE 

 

άI am an artist product of the Protest Era. Because the Yellow House Puppet Theatre was a whole environment it kind 

of covers up what my other art of the period was about and that was horror at the Vietnam war and the divided 

society - what we called the Establishment versus the Flower Power People. The Puppet Theatre was for the Flower 

Power people and these and other works were protests against the Establishment which was particularly neo-lithic in 

those days. It was the time of Premier John Askin's 'run over them' Sydney. It was full of corruption and a hatred of 

anything artistic or free, totally reactionary. 

 

Sometimes it takes a lifetime to begin to see things clearly. All my work has been a continuing protest against 

brutality. Things are even more polarised now than they were then.έ - George Gittoes 

 

George Gittoes (b. 1949) grew up in the southern Sydney suburbs of Bexley and Bardwell Park. He was interested in art from an 

early age and often performed puppet plays for his primary school friends. This interest in art was nurtured by his mother, Joyce, a 

ceramicist, and his sister, Pamela, a celebrated printmaker.  

He enrolled in Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Laws degree at the University of Sydney in 1968. After hearing Clement Greenburg give 

the inaugural Power Lecture, Gittoes was encouraged by the art critic to travel to New York later that year where he studied with 

African-American realist painter Joe Delaney. 

 

On returning to Sydney in 1970, Gittoes became one of the founding members of the Yellow House in Potts Point, in homage to 

±ƛƴŎŜƴǘ ±ŀƴ DƻƎƘΩǎ ǳƴǊŜŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŘǊŜŀƳ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ŦƻǊ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜΣ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘΦ CŜƭƭƻǿ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ aŀǊǘin Sharp, 

Brett Whiteley, Peter Kingston and Jonny Lewis. Here, Gittoes created the Yellow House Puppet Theatre and held regular 

performances and exhibitions.  

 

This period saw Gittoes produce a series of important etchings including The Hotel Kennedy Suite and The Kent State Suite that 

responded to events in the United States, including anti-Vietnam War protests and the Kent State shootings at Kent State University, 

Ohio.  

 

In 1972 Gittoes established a studio at Bundeena on the outskirts of the Royal National Park south of Sydney. His art practice was 

influenced by the light-filled waters of nearby Port Hacking and the patterns of bush in the National Park. He also met and began 

working with visiting Aboriginal artists from Mornington Island off the northern coast of Queensland, leading to an exploration of 

several aspects of Aboriginal culture. These two influences led to his development of the Rainbow Way series which was inspired by 

the Aboriginal creation myth of the Rainbow Serpent and based on themes of the sea and the physics of light. 

 

 
 

The Street 1971 
etching, aquatint 
 
άAt the age of 18 I travelled to New York to experience Modern 
Art first hand. Upon returning to Sydney I wrote my novel The 
wƻƳŀƴŎŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜǘŎƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜ ΨΧ ŀ ƘǳƴŎƘŜŘ 
backed freak always fighting the half boar pig man monster 
ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ IƻǘŜƭ ǿƘŜǊŜ YŜƴƴŜŘȅ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘΩΦέ - George Gittoes 
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THE REVOLUTIONARY ARTIST: THE PHILIPPINES 

 

In 1989 Gittoes travelled to the Philippines to work with Filipino artists during the civil conflict. He produced an extensive series of 

work documenting individuals caught in the crossfire. 

άI did the Crows Over Cane Fields series of works in the Philippines as a collaboration with Nunelucio Alvarado, an 

artist who belongs to a group called the Concerned Artists of Negros ς a progressive coalition of artists that took an 

active role in promoting nationalist consciousness in the arts ς on the Island of Negros.  

 

At the time there was a civil war going on with the NPA (National People's Army) and the Ruling Government. I saw 

this work as an extension of what I had been doing with the Externalist Poets in Nicaragua as both groups subscribed 

to Liberation Theology concepts.  

 

Smokey Mountain is a notorious rubbish dump in Manila where the urban poor struggle to make a living from what 

they can scavenge. The Jesuits run a help centre and support artists to work with the community on awareness raising 

projects. One of these artists came up with the idea of doing Stations of the Cross processions to places of social and 

environmental disgrace. He was particularly targeting the US bases.  

I arranged to meet him at Smokey Mountain but before we got to our meeting point I spotted his body under a 

bridge. He had been 'salvaged', a term used by terror organisations who torture their prisoners in every possible way 

to make a point to those who do not fear death that there are worse things than simply being killed. When the victims 

die their bodies are dumped in front of the home of those who loved them. Marco's body was dumped where the poor 

from his workshops could see it. Marco was a Liberation Theologist and artist and I have come to see this work as a 

kind of crucifixion. He had entrusted me with his paper-maché mask of Jesus Christ. I feared for my own life but 

stopped to photograph a boy posing with the mask, arms out in a crucified stance.έ - George Gittoes 

 

 

Salvage 1989ς90 
oil on canvas, 170 x 250cm 
 

 

 
Salvage 1989ς90 
Describe the painting, considering the application of paint, use of colour, placement of the figure and 
view point. Look at an example of Peter BoothΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ. How has this work been influenced by his 
paintings? How does this work vary from GittoesΩ other paintings?  
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THE REALISM OF PEACE WITHIN WAR: CAMBODIA, THE MIDDLE EAST AND SOUTH AFRICA 

 

In 1993 Gittoes documented the work of the Australian Defence Force participating as part of the United Nations 

peacekeeping force while travelling independently in Somalia (March) and Cambodia (MayςJuly). 

Many of the works began as photographs or drawings combined with diary entries and were later developed into large-

scale works on paper or paintings in his studio at Bundeena. Some of the works document the human casualties of 

landmines and famine while others are based on night-vision goggles used by the peacekeepers in Somalia. 

 

The following year Gittoes travelled to Western Sahara, Algeria, Sinai, Israel and Southern Lebanon with Australian 

forces to document the work of Australian United Nations peacekeepers and truce observers. 

He travelled to South Africa as an independent observer to document the lead up to and results of the general elections 

held on 27 April 1994. The elections were the first in which citizens of all races were allowed to take part and marked 

the conclusion of the four year process to end apartheid. The African National Congress won the election; with Nelson 

Mandela elected prŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ōƭŀŎƪ ŎƘƛŜŦ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜΦ  

 

aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ DƛǘǘƻŜǎΩ ƎǊƻǳƴŘōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǎƻƭƻ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ The Realism of Peace which opened at 

the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory in 1995 and toured nationally until 1997.  

   

 

Night Vision 1993ς94 
oil on canvas, 259 x 173 cm 
 
ά5ǳǊƛƴƎ ƴƛƎƘǘ ǇŀǘǊƻƭǎ ƛƴ .ŀƛŘƻŀ ό{ƻƳŀƭƛŀύ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎ ǿŜŀǊ ƴƛƎƘǘ 
vision glasses ς which give them a weird greenish view of the 
scene through two mini-¢±Ωǎ ƻǾŜǊ ŜŀŎƘ ŜȅŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ 
streets of this African town where there is not even electricity, it 
makes them look like Hollywood robots out of a Terminator or 
Star Wars movie ς totally alien and frightening. For the soldiers, 
their greatest fear is that they will mistake a child playing with a 
(toy) gun for an adult with a real gun. The toy guns are 
homemade and look very real ς they are confiscated from the 
children whenever possible. To the children, the soldiers must 
seem like monsters stealing their toys. The goggles are 
disorienting and tend to put the wearer off balance ς spatial 
relationships are confusing through them. I got a headache 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΦέ  
- George Gittoes 
 
 
 

 

 
Night Vision 1999-94 
How does GittoesΩ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘƻǊǘƛƻƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎΩ interpretation of the work? 
Whose point of view is Gittoes representing? 
What do the soldiers look like to you?  How does this make you feel about them? 
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BETWEEN LIFE AND DEATH: KIBEHO, RWANDA 

 

In 1995 Gittoes travelled to Rwanda with the Australian Army Medical Support Force. Here Gittoes and a small group of United 

Nations (UN) troops witnessed the slaughter by machine gun and machete of thousands of Rwandans who had gathered at a camp 

for displaced persons looking for UN protection. Australian soldiers serving as part of the United Nations Assistance Mission for 

Rwanda estimated that soldiers of the Rwandan Patriotic Army killed at least 4000 people. 

 

DƛǘǘƻŜǎΩ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƛǎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇŀǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǾŜƴƎŜŀƴŎŜΦ !ǎ ŀƴ ŜȅŜǿƛǘƴŜǎǎ ƘŜ ƛnvites the viewer to sit with 

profound moral and ethical issues about complicity in injustice.  

Gittoes has returned to this harrowing event many times and it is the focus of his most significant works including the 2013 series, 

Nothing is Enough. Created using an innovative method of digitally adding detail from original photographs to a drawing, Gittoes 

presents a series of ghost-like images that almost stain the page alongside sharp and expressive drawings. The result is images that 

are unstable to the eye, hovering in space like a premonition. The works are a statement about the horror of war and violence, and 

an affirmation of the beauty of being human, even at the point of death. 

άIn early 2013 I had the opportunity to collaborate, for one month, at Light Work in Syracuse, New York, with the 

ƳŀǎǘŜǊ ǇǊƛƴǘŜǊΣ WƻƘƴ ²ŜǎƭŜȅ aŀƴƴƛƻƴΦ aȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ǿŀȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ WƻƘƴΩǎ ƘŜƭǇΣ ǘƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛōƭŜ 

finiteness of the lives I had seen blinking out. Before and since Kibeho I have seen a lot of war but Rwanda was by far 

ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊǎǘΦ wǿŀƴŘŀ ƛǎ ŀ ǘƘŜƳŜ L ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎǘƻǇ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ L ƭƻƻƪ ƻǾŜǊ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 

drawing one third of the images produced are about Rwanda. 

While caught up in the massacre I took photographs and did drawings but neither were adequate to show what it 

was like to be an artist amidst hundreds of people who were dying. I was intimately spending time with people as 

they passed from this world to the next. John and I started with the key image, Eyewitness. I had dodged a lot of 

bullets to get a young woman, Immaculee, to the only UN doctor, Carol Vaughan-Evans, who had improvised an 

outdoor treatment centre. Immaculee had a deep machete slash across her face and another deep wound across her 

skull and into her brain. A girlfriend had stitched up the skull wound but this had only sealed in the infection. Carol 

told me there was nothing she could do and that Immaculee probably only had another twenty minutes to live. I 

suggested I give her some morphine but Carol saidΣ Ψ²Ƙȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƛǘ Řƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŀǿ ƘŜr? What she needs is 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΦΩ  

²ƘŜƴ L ǘƻƻƪ ƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǎƪŜǘŎƘΣ LƳƳŀŎǳƭŜŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƳŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊΦ L ǎŀƛŘΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ 

ǿƻǊƭŘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ǘƻ ȅƻǳΦΩ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŀǘ moment we worked together to make this 

ΨǿƛǘƴŜǎǎΩ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳƻǾŜ ǿƘƻŜǾŜǊ ǎŀǿ ƛǘΦ !ǎ Ƴȅ ǇŜƴŎƛƭ ƛƴǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊ LƳŀŎǳƭŜŜ ǿŀǎ 

flickering between life and death like a faulty neon light. When I showed it to her Immaculee nodded, satisfied to 

have achieved something with the last moments of her life. I kept my word to Immaculee and made Eyewitness into 

many large paintings that have been exhibited around the world, but none of these captured what I had experienced 

as I sat with Immaculee while her soul seemed to be leaving and then returning to allow me to finish.   

The hope with these works is that by allowing the drawing to show through the photograph and combining the two 

ƳŜŘƛŀ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ captured. It is up to those who view these to decide 

whether we have come closer to expressing something so disturbing and profound that nothing can ever seem 

enough.έ - George Gittoes 
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BETWEEN LIFE AND DEATH: KIBEHO, RWANDA 

 

The Preacher II 1995 
oil on canvas, 181 x 250 cm 
 
ά! ǎƻƭƛǘŀǊȅ tǊŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǊŜŀŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǊŀƎƎŜŘ ōƛōƭŜ - he was a 
tall man in a yellowish coat, sitting high on a sack of grain. He 
spoke in French with a thick dialect - his voice hoarse and broken 
- but I could recognise the Sermon on the Mount, "Heureux les 
coeurs purs: ils verront Dieu". Blessed are the pure in heart, for 
ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǎŜŜ DƻŘΧ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƘƛƳ ŎƭŀǎǇŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŀƴŘǎ ƻǊ 
hugged their children. The Preacher was aware of me - he was 
not going to plead for help he knew I could not give (my blue UN 
helmet meant little anymore, to this congregation). Our eyes 
met and in rapid succession I saw anger, despair, courage - then 
he smiled - the purity of his faith unquestionable. For these 
people who had lost everything the Preacher helped them 
ǊŜƎŀƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅΦέ 
 
ά¢ƘŜ tǊŜŀŎƘŜǊ, represents what I think religion should do, raise 
people up, make people feel human and spiritually alive and give 
them courage and faith. When I returned home I was carrying 
this terrible imagery in my head. I have a wife and two children. I 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ŘŜŀŘ 
children. And the one powerful positive image I had was the 
Preacher. I could see him in his yellow coat and I could feel his 
ŎƻǳǊŀƎŜΦέ - George Gittoes 

 
 

 

 
The Preacher II 1995 
How does the composition of this painting communicate who the subject of the painting is? 
Why did Gittoes choose to represent this moment from the massacre?  
How do you think the audience would respond to this work? 
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BETWEEN LIFE AND DEATH: KIBEHO, RWANDA 

 

 

Blood and Tears 1997 
oil on canvas, 305 x 172 cm 

 
Kibeho, Rwanda 
Diary entry: 22 April 1995 
 
άLast night at the edge of the UN compound, hundreds of 
refugees squeezed themselves up against the razor wire. A thin 
woman began to plead with me to take her baby. Her other two 
ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǳǇ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ΨƳǳƳƳȅΣ ǿƘȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 
ȅƻǳ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŀǾŜ ǳǎΦΩ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ 
baby. I had been warned not to make a gesture that could 
trigger a stampede of refugees over the UN Perimeter. Overnight 
their worst fears were realised. Today there are dead and 
wounded everywhere, mainly from horrific machete wounds. 
 
On my second trip down to help collect the wounded I saw a tall 
ǘƘƛƴ ǿƻƳŀƴ ΧΦ L sensed it was the mother - only to have my fears 
confirmed when I looked into her vacant eyes. Her face was 
caked with blood, there were small but deep wounds on her 
forehead and where tears had streamed through the clotting 
blood, they had left paths as vivid as dried river beds. She was 
unreachable now her children had gone, I no longer had a reason 

to exist for her.έ - George Gittoes 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Blood and Tears 2013 
ink and digital print on paper 

 

 
Compare Blood and Tears 1997 to Blood and Tears 2013 
Read the story. How has he retold this story in each work? Why would Gittoes revisit the same subject? 
DƛǘǘƻŜǎ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ά{ȅƴǘƘŀƎŜǎέ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ Ƙƛǎ ƴŜǿ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎȅƴǘƘŜǎƛǎe his documentary photos with his 
drawings and entries. Analyse the impact of the synthages on the audience compared to traditional 
photojournalism. 
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