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JOHN DANALIS (QLD) is a writer, illustrator and storyteller, who's recent non-fiction title, Riding the Black Cockatoo, recounts his extraordinary journey of discovery into the heart of Indigenous Australia. John shares an illustration and design studio with acclaimed illustrator, Stella Danalis. The pair recently celebrated their first ever collaboration with the release of the picture book, Schumann the Shoeman.

STORY STARTER BY JOHN DANALIS

“I guess you could say I’m prolific,” he said as he ushered me through the beaded curtains into the studio. Paintings – all of them portraits – covered every millimetre of wall space; they were even nailed to the ceiling. “I can knock out three or four each day, got a whole shed full of 'em out the back too.”

These were not the works of a master. These were the sort of paintings people picked up at flea markets; the sort of paintings that new owners would gleefully kick the canvas from so that they could reuse the frames. Yet despite the amateurish quality of the brushwork and the deranged sense of colour, the portraits did possess an unnerving, hypnotic quality – it was impossible not to look at them! It was the eyes. Each pair possessed a bewildered look, as if they were trapped – entombed somehow – beneath the varnish.

The big man closed the single window, shutting out the sweet desert air and locking in the heavy scent of oil paint and turpentine. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “I came out here for the solitude, but finding subjects is a problem. Lucky you saw my sign by the highway.”

He patted the top of a paint-splattered stool. “Now perch yourself up here and get comfortable.”

The painter took up his pallet and chose three brushes from an old coffee tin. He jabbed one behind an ear, clenched one between his teeth, and swirled the third through a moist lump of burnt sienna.

“Just relax my young friend, ” he whispered, dabbing the second brush into a splotch of vermillion red, “painting is a journey where anything can happen.”

