Text of a talk by Richard Flanangan
Opening an exhibition of work by Marcus Tatton and Jo Ellen Jackson, 4 August 1993
I am here tonight to open a joint exhibition of work by Jo Ellen Jackson and Marcus Tatton.  About Jo Ellen Jackson’s work I am able to say little, having never met her, but I would invite you to spend some time looking at her interesting still lives that are on display.

About Marcus Tatton I can and will say considerably more. I met Marcus when working upon the Strahan Visitor Centre.  Strahan was, as Marcus’s mentor Kevin Perkins put it, to be a free form jazz improvisation.  We wanted men and women of courageous creativity.  Kevin Perkins suggested we make use of the talents of two of his former students, whom he referred to as the feral woodies.  The feral woodies lived in fruit pickers huts somewhere up in a forest on the back of Mt Wellington.  They went by the names of Dan Magnus and Marcus Tatton.
Marcus and Dan were the stuff of legend. ‘Them’, said a senior Forestry Commission official and shook his head as though he had seen a vision of a world so different it terrified him, ‘them. I’ve never met them. But’, he added, ‘everyone has heard of them. They break every rule in the forestry practice code. They use chainsaws suspended like yo yos from springy branches when they are working hollowing out.  They sleep in the forest, live there for months living on possums.’

From these descriptions I expected to meet Bilbo Baggins the Hobbit and friend.  When I met Marcus though I have to admit to being shocked.  It was Bilbo Baggins the Hobbit.  With a chainsaw. This man was clearly dangerous.

Marcus’s job for Strahan was to carve several headstones onto which he would inscribe the life story of people who had a deep and lifelong connection with the south west. I would meet regularly with Marcus and talk to him about the stories of these people, of the big and generous spirit I wished to see the gravestones to be infused with. Then I went to see the headstones. I was overwhelmed. They were extraordinarily beautiful. I loved them. They were too big for the building. I rang the architect, Mr Robert Morris-Nunn, who already had considerable problems with the Centre. The old time piner building, a diki di piners hut had built it a third larger than specified. Only a dickhead’d live in something as small as that’ he said to me of Robert Morris-Nunn’s specifications.  A pensive Robert Morris-Nunn asked me what the headstones were like. ‘They’re wonderful’ I said. There is, I added, ‘a slight problem. They’re twice the size we expected’.  The entire ground floor had to be redesigned to fit the headstones in. We didn’t care. The headstones were marvellous. The locals loved them, and saw that we were genuine in respect of their history.  They are perhaps the finest artwork in the Centre which has already received national and international acclaim.
The vases Marcus has chosen to exhibit are the creative outcome of a number of his interests, one being his liking of the vases of antiquity, and their classical decoration which Marcus saw as lending itself to relief carving. Another is the passion which Marcus has for what has turned out to be Tasmania’s last export industry – west African drums.  With the imminent demise of Comalco, the death throes of Mt Lyell, it is reassuring to know that we still send something over Bass Strait apart from David Boon and that is the magnificent west African drums made by Marcus and his long time collaborator Dan Magnus.  Marcus and Dan pioneered a whole new method of making the drums with chainsaws.  Living in the bush for weeks at a time they cut the drums out of single tree trunks, then hollow them inside using a chainsaw. Ironically, these single piece drums, made in the forests of Tasmania have become highly coveted by the African and jazz musicians in Sydney and Melbourne who buy them, and who consider them in their beautiful craftsmanship and tone, to be equal of the traditionally made west African drums.  While using chainsaws to sculpt wood is not new, using them to hollow out logs is, as far as I can establish, a technique perfected by Dan Magnus and Marcus Tatton.  The vases use the techniques Marcus and Dan developed for making drums, finding a single piece of wood, shaping it, then hollowing it with a chainsaw, then finishing it off with a spokeshave. Technically these are pieces of woodworking virtuosity, and in that they are of international significance. The vases origin in the drums does not end with their method of creation.  All Marcus’s vases have a resonance.  Tap them and hear the intrinsic music that he has carved into them.
The vases have various themes.  There is the vase called ‘Tiger Prints’ -  the vase with the three tiger heads for handles – which deals specifically about the sadness of the passing of the Tasmanian Tiger, all of which remains are the little tiger foot prints inside; on the outside the tiger markings plus the three tiger heads. There is a more general feeling of how only shadows remain with the passing of time, of how everything is transitory.  But collectively the vases form not a picture of despair, but are about humility in the face of the forces of nature – which Marcus – living as he does in a fruit pickers hut back of Neika – knows a good deal more intimately than most of us. To me they are about how man is here but for a short time and his works are all vanity, but that there can be wild pleasure in living and in celebrating life nevertheless. If you look inside ‘Civilisations past’ -  the vase sitting on a cushion – you will see random letters sandblasted on the inside. For Marcus this vase is about the tenuous nature of language, the transitory nature of words which seem so important now but which no-one will remember or understand in a thousand years from now.  What remains? For Marcus I think the answer is trees, the music of the forest, of life.  All of us are in the gutter, Oscar Wilde once remarked, but some of us are looking at the stars.  I think that’s how I see Marcus, or, more precisely, how Marcus sees the world. If you look inside the three vases Marcus calls his triptych, you will find them black, covered in thousands of stars. Marcus described these vases to me as, quote, ‘Pretty cosmic’. And they are. And that’s the endearing thing about Marcus’s work: the ongoing wonder at the world he finds himself in.  Put your head inside wooden virtual reality machines and I think you will find you have strayed into that unique territory of Marcus Tatton’s mind. Put your head inside and see all the stars of the universe.

For Marcus the geometric figures carved on the outside of the triptych vases represent nothing more than energy, though he says, many people see them as figures dancing and playing; he is a little at a loss to explain why people want to reduce everything to the human.  He likes using the scale of wood, showing the size of the trees that these things come from.
His aim it seems to me, with these vases is to make us grow into something bigger than ourselves, to transcend our individual souls and embrace the bigness and vastness and monumental time of the forests of Tasmania, to become one with that force that as Dylan Thomas once had it in a particularly beautiful and fashionable poem, the force that through the green fuse drives the flower.

Ultimately what comes through is Marcus’s immense love of trees, and his virtuosity in expressing that love through his work, his drums, his carvings, and these vases exhibited here. There is a gentleness present in these pieces that is one of Marcus’s hallmarks as a person, and a generosity of spirit that refuses to let a piece of wood be reduced to small malleable pieces of timber that the craftsman bends to his desire.  Marcus respects the wood and does not so much make the timber in to something entirely different, but in a way that is unfashionable but deserving of our greatest respect, seeks to present the spirit of a tree as a work of art.  I hope you will buy Marcus’s vases.  Our sad world today desperately needs the wise, musical magic Marcus Tatton has so lovingly carved into these vases present in every home

Thank you.

