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Demographer Bernard Salt wrote that "nobody wants to move to a flat, boring 

town in the Wimmera."  Salt is obviously not an artist, because artists have been 

inspired by the Wimmera since the early years of occupation.  This interest in, 

and inspiration drawn from the Wimmera landscape continues strongly today, 

and is especially evident in the work of Natimuk artist Jill McLeod. 
 

To appreciate the Wimmera you need to see the subtleties, the nuance.  You 

need to notice the changes in the muted colours, the scent of the buloke on the 

breeze, the shadows of snails on the road.  At other times the landscape, the sky, 

the blood red sunset totally envelops you, leaving you disorientated and 

breathless.  The list of artists who have preceded McLeod in being inspired by 

the local landscape is long and the Wimmera was the site of a radical 

development in Australian painting when Sidney Nolan was stationed with the 

Army at Dimboola. 
 

Nolan worked out a very valuable lesson in the Wimmera, about how to paint 

ǘƘŜ Ŧƭŀǘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΣ ǘƻ Ǉŀƛƴǘ ƛǘ ŀǎ ƛŦ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǳǇƻƴ ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ōƛǊŘΩǎ 

eye view.  His work, Wimmera (from Mt Arapiles) 1943 demonstrates this, the 

depicted view from Arapiles allows you to see the flat plains, salt lakes and trees 

of the Little Desert.  As a rockclimber with many years experience McLeod had 

plenty of time to learn this lesson whilst climbing on the vast quartzite faces of 

Mt Arapiles.  The 100m cliffs give you a different perspective of the landscape 

plains.  And yet, from someone who spent so much time in the air, her paintings 

are very down to earth, grounded in her local environment. 
 

From the air, the largely deforested Wimmera looks very different.  There are 

the geometric roads, the slightly winding lines of trees that denote occasional 

water courses, the vast pans of blinding white salt.  In places you can imagine 

the form of the sheds, roads, and houses that make up the nexus of a farm.  To 

the north is a dark green line that is the Little Desert National Park, an area that 

escaped clearing.  The only town that can be seen from the summit of Arapiles is 

the hamlet of Natimuk, where McLeod lives. 
 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ aŎ[ŜƻŘΩǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎΦ  Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ǎƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƘŜ 

Wimmera landscape as a starting point and constructed an imagining of what 

the surface of her world looks like, derived from her own experience and Google 

Earth.  Her paintings might appear as realistic mappings of the Wimmera, but 

ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΦ  aŎ[ŜƻŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ΨƳŀǊƪ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΩΣ 

inscribing her imagination in the forms of the local landscape.  She says the aerial 

view results in paintings with a map like image, giving an insight into the history 

of the land. 
 

McLeod is a modern painter, and her landscapes depict not the strangeness of 
the land, but a land that has been heavily inscribed by a European presence.  Her 
work is a comment on a landscape that has been denuded beyond common 
sense, and farmed for the last one-hundred and seventy odd years.  The 
paintings reflect upon the natural landscape versus the altered and man-made 
ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦ  aŎ[ŜƻŘ ǎŀȅǎ ƘŜǊ άǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ  

atmosphere and mood of the region whilst contemplating the effects that 

changing climatic conditions have on the land and the psyche of the people who 

ƭƛǾŜ ƘŜǊŜΦέ  aŎ[ŜƻŘ ŀŘƳƛǘǎ ǘƻ ŀ Ǉŀǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΦ 

Finding inspiration in the work of John Olsen and Fred Williams, she values how 

they changed our perceptions of the Australian landscape, the way they 

passionately viewed the landscape in its totality, its wholeness and their ability 

to capture the atmosphere of a place. 
 

Her paintings show evidence with a similar passion for capturing the colour and 

essential nature of the landscape, and starting with the stubble yellow, spread 

out into warm reds, oranges and browns.  This palette is particularly evident in 

the painting Landmarks, a square of orange and red, with playful  and whimsical 

lines, seemingly abstract yet still capturing the essential qualities of the 

Wimmera. 
 

In the period that McLeod began to paint, and studied art at the nearby 

University of Ballarat Campus in Horsham, the Wimmera has experienced what 

ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŏŀƭƭ Ψŀ ƭƻƴƎ ŘǊȅ ǎǇŜƭƭΩΣ ŀ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǘƭŀƴŘǎΣ ƭŀƪŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

streams of the area dry to nothing.  Large lakes that were social hubs of the 

community remain dry.  The Wimmera river, the largest landlocked river in the 

world, dried to a series of hyper-saline pools.  In response, there has been a 

massive piping project, replacing a hundred year old system of open channels. 
 

In 2009, the savings from this scheme allowed a substantial environmental flow 

down the river.  The local community reacted joyously.  Two of the paintings 

allude to this; Lifeline1 and Lifeline 2.  The river, like a thrashing hose, snakes 

through its red dirt and yellow stubble surrounds, the only untrammelled water 

ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦ  Lƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƻǊƪǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ aŎ[ŜƻŘΩǎ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǾƛǎŎŜǊŀƭΣ 

conjuring up thoughts of the body, of umbilical cords, of wombs and ova, and 

sections of gut.  This can also be seen in Dry River Bed and Salt Country.  Both 

paintings demonstrate an understanding of the subtlety, the nuances of colour 

and texture in this landscape.  They are two very different works, one with a lazy 

brown curve within borders of beautifully rendered pinks and whites, and the 

other, like a medical ultrasound, dominated by a huge white orb, with the hues 

and surface of marble:  It reflects the landscape back on itself. 
 

aŎ[ŜƻŘΩǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǎǎƛƻƴŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ 

ƘŜǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ  {ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

nature itself and of the future that depends on the careful management of our 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘέΦ   ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƻǳǊ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ 

body, that we must take care of it, that it must be healthy for us to be healthy.  

McLeod, like other Natimuk artists, attempts through her work to convey her 

sense of place, to record her impressions of Wimmera landscape, and she does 

this with skill and a distinctive style. 
 
 

 
 

Dr Greg Pritchard is a Natimuk based artist and writer who also spent many 
years hanging off Mt Arapiles and looking at the landscape.  He now works as the 
Cultural Development Officer for the Horsham Rural City Council. 
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Jill McLeod is a dedicated visual artist based in the small town of Natimuk, 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿŜǎǘŜǊƴ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀΩǎ ²ƛƳƳŜǊŀ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦ  Lƴ нллп ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ 
finalist in the prestigious Metro 5 Art Award, and exhibited at Meeting 
Place, the national conference for Regional Arts Australia.  Her paintings 
are a response to the subtle beauty and extremes of the vast open spaces 
of the Wimmera.  In addition to her own personal art projects, McLeod 
has collaborated on a broad range of art related projects including 
animation and background designs for short films, aerial performance and 
the construction of large scale bamboo sculptures for Bambuco on the 
European arts festivals circuit. 
 
 
 
Thanks to Danielle Smelter and Adam Harding at Horsham Regional Art Gallery, 
Greg Pritchard, Paul Hoskins, Melissa Powell, Horsham Art is... Festival, Dave 
Jones and Arts Victoria. 
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