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Francis Giacco had already been exhibiting for some years but achieved 
greater notoriety when he was awarded the Archibald Prize in 1994 for 
Homage to John Reichard (p.39), a far more complex work than any of 
the pictures that had won the prize in the previous few years – Bryan 
Westwood’s Elwyn Lynn in 1989, Geoffrey Proud’s Dorothy Hewett in 
1990, Bryan Westwood’s Paul Keating in 1991-92 or Garry Shead’s Tom 

Thompson in 1993, largely executed – according to the AGNSW website 
– in a half-hour sitting following a long lunch with several bottles of wine 
and a meditation session. All of these are respectable accounts of their 
subjects, especially by current standards, but Giacco’s was an incomparably 
more ambitious picture – which may, incidentally, have opened the way 
for Bill Robinson’s eccentric but charming Self-portrait with stunned mullet 
in the following year, when Giacco was himself again a finalist with Family 

portrait (p.37).

Giacco’s Archibald winner was given its exhibition title after the untimely 
death of the cellist John Reichard, and attracted some controversy at the 
time because of the relative lack of prominence of the purported subject.  
It is true that the figure on the right, a portrait of his grandmother pouring 
coffee, or indeed the other two younger women, are more directly striking, 
but the allusive and shadowy profile of Reichard draws our attention, even 
when we do not know the tragic story behind the painting. Otherwise, 
it might almost have been titled Self-portrait in absentia, because the 
keyboard in the centre reminds us that Giacco himself played the piano 
with the two cellists; he is also an amateur composer and has written 
several pieces of music inspired by paintings in the exhibition, which can 
be listened to by scanning a QR code on the picture label. But as though 
the artist wanted to add to the sense of subtle malaise in this picture, 
what we might take for a harpsichord is in reality a silent keyboard, used 
by Mozart, Liszt and many others for practice during long coach journeys. 
Standing on it, in the very centre of the composition, is a recurring 
autobiographical motif in Giacco’s painting: a barber’s spray bottle, 
recalling his Calabrian father’s profession in Sydney.

Again unlike earlier winners of the prize, Giacco’s work is dense with art-
historical allusions, the most obvious of which are to Vermeer. The motif 

of the unattended instrument, implying the absence of its performer and 
often anticipating his arrival, is a common one in the artist’s tantalisingly 
small oeuvre. Other motifs include the foreground repoussoir on the left 
and the abundance of tapestries and rugs. The presence of Vermeer is 
palpable throughout Giacco’s work, including his most recent paintings; 
but here it is synthesised with Balthus’ strange existential disorientation, 
especially in the figures on the right. Throughout Giacco’s work, in fact,  
we can see how he was inspired by the great realist painters of the 
twentieth century, like Balthus and Lucian Freud, who were themselves 
underrated during the years dominated by abstraction but have since, 
with the decline of interest in abstract painting, been acknowledged as 
giants of the modernist period. 

But even to call these painters ‘realists’ reminds us what a slippery term 
that is. In most people’s minds it probably conjures up the idea of painting 
something like a faithful copy of reality, or at least of appearance. But 
the whole history of art reminds us how different faithful accounts of 
appearance can be; Caravaggio and Monet have very little in common, 
and yet each of them was devoted to the idea of visual fidelity, and they 
can indeed be separated on that score from others, whether Byzantine 
painters or Fauves, who had other priorities. But two main factors 
complicate the definition of a faithful account: the first is that the world 
of experience is not an object (a photograph of a view is an object, but 
our visual experience of the same view is not), so that even deciding what 
we are to paint involves choice, selection and priorities; and the second 
is that a painting, in contrast, is indeed an object, and one with very 
particular material properties. Making a picture is thus always a matter of 
constructing a finite and objective visual equivalent of an inherently non-
finite and non-objective reality.

Giacco’s painting evokes just this slippery and ambiguous quality of 
‘realism’. On the one hand it is full of minute detail and vivid evocations 
of material phenomena; but on the other hand it is disturbingly unreal 
and disconcerting in its compositional and psychological construction. 
And this disconcerting quality is compounded by the nature of the paint 
surface itself, at once almost Flemish in the articulacy with which it records 
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the incidents of visual appearance and yet somehow insubstantial and 
disembodied, as though all of these figures were moving around in a dream.

To understand the origin of this style, we have to look more closely 
at Giacco’s earlier works, and at the highly individual path that he took 
to reach his mature style. The paths of artists have almost inevitably 
become more complicated over the last century, with the breakdown of 
the transmission of technical knowledge. Once, they learnt their craft as 
the apprentices of masters; this system was later replaced by academic 
teaching, first partially in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and 
then completely in the later nineteenth. The comprehensive takeover 
of teaching by the modern academy was almost at once followed by 
a rebellion against the academy’s authority, and successive waves of 
modernism and postmodernism gradually sapped art teaching of almost  
all useful content. 

Like so many modern artists, therefore, Giacco – whose formal studies 
at university had been in architecture – had to go in search of masters 
capable of imparting the secrets of painting. He and his wife Jenny, also 
a fine painter, studied at Julian Ashton’s and gravitated to Brian Dunlop, 
in whose work they sensed something of what they were looking for; 
Giacco’s work still has echoes of Dunlop’s influence. Dunlop himself 
liked to point out that he had been taught by Jeffrey Smart, who had 
studied with Fernand Léger, who had in turn been the pupil of the famous 
academic master Léon Gérôme. But most importantly he and Jenny went 
to study in Vienna, and there he became fascinated by the kind of painting 
techniques thought to have been used in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries, from Siena to Flanders. 

In the version of these practices that Giacco eventually adopted for 
himself, he would begin by preparing a panel or canvas in red – like 
the red underpainting of icons before receiving their cover of gold leaf 
– and then carefully draw his design before slowly painting it in an egg 
oil emulsion which emulated the effect of tempera. The paint had to 
be applied in small strokes and built up by hatching, in a grid of squares 
whose vestigial shadows in the finished work sometimes recall the way 
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that gold leaf was applied in small squares. Perhaps surprisingly however, 
the painting at this stage was all carried out in white, gradually constructing 
a tonal underpainting by the variable density of the white hatching; colour 
was then applied in a second stage, using oil glazes. Those who have not 
practised oil painting will probably, and quite naturally, be unaware that 
almost all pigments are translucent without the admixture of white; much 
of the richness of oil painting as a technique lies in the sophistication with 
which opaque and translucent pigments are combined and layered. But 
because glazes cannot easily be applied over wet paint, they tend not to 
be used by plein-air painters like the Impressionists, who instead prefer 
opaque mixtures which they can employ and even mix into each other 
(‘wet-in-wet’) in the field.

Giacco’s highly individual and even idiosyncratic technique represents the 
antithesis of this approach. It involves careful preparation and drawing, 
minute underpainting, and finally layers of glazes to achieve the rich 
subtlety of textures and colours we have already seen in the Archibald 
painting. But this work is, in reality, already something of a compromise 
between his strict early technique and some limited elements of a more 
conventional oil painting technique. If we look at even slightly earlier 
works like the Saint Agatha (p.42), we can appreciate the full and quite 
radical effect of his strict approach: the picture is strikingly and almost 
hypnotically detailed and precisely articulated, and yet it has an uncanny 
and, as already suggested, ‘disembodied’ quality, which arises quite literally 
from the fact that his colours have no body. Opaque paint has body and 
substance; glazes are simply veils of chroma, in this case drawn across 
achromatic modelling.  

And this is, ultimately, the explanation for the dream-like unreality 
of Homage to John Reichard, for all its profusion of almost obsessively 
observed and precisely rendered detail. The technique he employs here 
has a little more solidity than the earlier work, but it is still ethereal and 
intangible compared to the pictorial effects we usually associate with oil 
painting. But if there is a certain tension here between apparent reality 
and dream-like elusiveness, Giacco took that tension to a much higher 
pitch in his Archibald finalist painting of the following year, Family portrait. 

Giacco’s grandmother, however, not long after bearing his mother, was left 
for what ended up being twenty-five years; a quarter of a century during 
which youth and joy slipped away, unable to remarry or take a lover, only 
to be sent for at last when already well into middle age. 

There is, as already suggested, a distinct tension between Giacco’s practice 
of painting and the subject-matter that has been so important in some of 
his most memorable works. His artistic culture, highly refined and with 
its inspiration in the poetic lucidity of Sienese or Flemish painting of the 
early Renaissance, is in almost all respects completely alien to the earthy 
materiality of Calabrian life, barely changing for centuries, remote from any 
of the intellectual or spiritual ideas that have occupied the western mind 
from the early modern period to the present day. And yet for that very 
reason, he had to face and come to terms with that dark ancient heritage, 
and on the members of his family who were its living representatives. 

In his more recent paintings, Giacco still uses family members as subjects, 
but now the sitters are his daughters, educated and artistic young women 
with university degrees, who have been raised in his world of aesthetic 
culture; these girls, twins, appear as infants on the lower right of Family 

portrait, but have grown far from the intense and inarticulate world of 
that painting. And that is perhaps why the most recent pictures are 
imbued with a new kind of serenity and peace, in which Giacco is able to 
meditate on the qualities of visual phenomena without being burdened 
by moral and existential anxieties: to ponder the mutability of light, the 
ambiguities of figure and ground, and the inexhaustible pleasure, mystery 
and elusiveness of a world of appearances that can never be objectively 
known or definitively captured. 

Christopher Allen 
National Art Critic, The Australian  
April 2023
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The subject of this work is his Calabrian family, engaged in the most 
earthy and primal of ancient family traditions that had been carried on in 
many parts of Europe without interruption for centuries: the slaughtering 
of a pig early each winter and the curing and salting of every part of the 
animal to provide meat for the cold months ahead. 

Here, the family is gathered around a table in the basement, with the 
artist’s mother and grandmother in the act of grinding all the smaller 
offcuts of the animal to make sausage. The table itself is covered with 
the grotesquely-twisted forms that will be hung up and dried. No words 
are exchanged in this dark visceral activity, carried out for hundreds of 
years by illiterate women, the same women who would have prepared 
the corpse of a deceased relative for burial. On the right Giacco’s father, 
an amateur musician, takes down his guitar, hinting at some dimension 
of transcendence of the gross materiality of the women’s work. On 
the left is his disabled sister, recalling in contrast a suffocating sense of 
imprisonment in the material. This is a painting in which Giacco confronts 
the existential reality of his Calabrian heritage, which takes symbolic form 
in the actual body of the pig, in all its material weight. He drives his subtle 
and dreamlike technique to confront, paradoxically, a world of brutal 
corporeality. As though betraying the stress inherent in this effort, the 
colour scheme of the painting is almost intolerably hot, and its smooth 
impassive surface erupts in places into patches of expressive impasto.   

After the cathartic reckoning of this powerful but disturbing picture, 
Giacco adopts a more relaxed mode, a cooler palette and a more 
traditional oil painting technique in another remarkable work, a third study 
of his maternal grandmother. This large painting is calm and still, but it 
would be misleading to suggest that it is serene or happy. We are at once 
struck by the almost sinister contradiction of an old woman wearing a 
bridal dress, and her mismatched shoes only add to the sense of disquiet. 
She is, as the title of the picture tells us, a vedova bianca, a White widow 

(p.43). The expression was used in Calabria of girls who were left behind, 
usually soon after their marriage, by young husbands who went abroad to 
seek opportunity in the new world; once they had established themselves 
with a job and a home, they would send for their wives to join them. 
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I remember waking up and seeing my primary school tie hanging  

on the bed post, it was grey with yellow and blue stripes.

As the morning light came in the tie seemed to vibrate and dissolve  

into grainy, greyish particles, which gradually merged into the yellow, 

blue and grey colours.

I once read the joy of watching light bounce off the walls was  

like the joy of listening to music.

I’ve been studying and composing music most of my life and have composed 

a short, related piece of piano music for each of the recent paintings (these 

can be accessed by scanning the QR codes beneath each painting). The 

music is unedited and related to my current musical studies.

This show is dedicated to my family:  

Jenny, Anna, Sira, Helen and Renee

Francis Giacco, 2023
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Recent Work

13Balthus’ cats  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  120 x 126 cm



14 Jenny’s garden #25 - the altar  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  122 x 128.5 cm 15Opera dell’arte  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  122 x 161 cm
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Jenny’s garden #21 - interrupted grooming  2020-23   
oil on marine plywood  72 x 119 cm

17



18 Curious neighbours  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  74 x 92 cm 19The verandah  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  76 x 88 cm



20 The thief  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  110 x 93 cm 21Jenny’s garden #23 - the basilisk  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  57 x 66 cm



Jenny’s garden #20 - commotion  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  43 x 88 cm22 23Jenny’s garden #22 - too busy  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  54 x 104 cm



Jenny’s garden #16 - onion grass  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  40 x 50 cm24 Above the fireplace  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  44 x 64 cm 25



26 Jenny’s garden #18 - Delft  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  39 x 41 cm 27Jenny’s garden #17 - lilies  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  55 x 66 cm



28 Jenny’s garden #19 - the orchid  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  48 x 66 cm 29Jenny’s garden #24 - witching hour  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  56 x 86 cm



30 Afternoon  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  46 x 60 cm 31Time  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  46 x 63 cm



32 Anna turning the page  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  53 x 55 cm 33The old viola  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  49 x 60 cm



34 Lost guitar  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  52 x 60 cm 35The architect  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  46 x 60 cm



36 Noh mask  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  45 x 60 cm 37The choice  2020-23  oil on marine plywood  41 x 60 cm
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Egg Emulsion Paintings

39
Family portrait  1994  egg emulsion on marine plywood  180 x 180 cm

Archibald Prize Finalist, 1996 
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Lee Lin Chin  1993  egg emulsion on marine plywood  163 x 127 cm
Archibald Prize Finalist, 1993

Doug Moran National Portrait Prize Finalist, 1994 41

 
Homage to John Reichard  1994  egg emulsion on marine plywood  202 x 188 cm

Archibald Prize Winner, 1994



42 Waiting  1990  egg emulsion on marine plywood  76 x 86 cm 43
Teresa Haremza  1992  egg emulsion on marine plywood  118 x 141 cm

Doug Moran National Portrait Prize Finalist, 1992 
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Saint Agatha  1991  egg emulsion on marine plywood  142 x 121 cm

The Salon des Refusés (Archibald) Finalist, 1992 45White widow  1999-2000  egg emulsion on marine plywood  132 x 119 cm



46 The audition  1990  egg emulsion on marine plywood  60 x 60 cm 47Bonnie  1995  egg emulsion on marine plywood  70 x 68 cm
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Early Oil Paintings

49
Double portrait of Gosia Dobrowolska  1997  oil on canvas  167 x 152 cm

The Salon des Refusés (Archibald) People’s Choice winner, 1997 



50 Bondi Pavilion (after Masolino)  1985  oil on canvas  76 x 61 cm 51The piano  1984  oil on canvas  96 x 89 cm



52
Left: The dream  1980  oil on canvas  62 x 59 cm

Right: Morning light  1984  oil on canvas  71 x 82 cm 53Lata’s deal  c.1980  oil on canvas  96 x 120 cm



54
Top: The argument  1980  oil on canvas  39 x 49 cm

Bottom: Malatesta kneeling  1980  oil on canvas  41 x 54 cm 55The piano lesson  1980  oil on canvas  43 x 47 cm
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Portrait Studies

57Cecelia  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  45 x 36 cm



58
Left: Danielle #4  1987  oil on canvas on board  54 x 53 cm

Right: Hiroe  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  51 x 42 cm 59Lata #1  1986  oil on canvas on board  65 x 47 cm



60
Left: Lata #3  1989  oil on board  85 x 73 cm

Right: Bernadette #1  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  60 x 45 cm 61Tita (after Botticelli)  1989  oil on board  50 x 36 cm



62
Left: Lata #2  c.1980  oil on board  61 x 43 cm 

Right: Angelo D’Angelo #1  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  69 x 65 cm 63Portrait of Sophie Dunlop  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  54 x 44 cm



64
Top: Nina  c.1980  oil on board  31 x 39 cm

Bottom: Rose #1  c.1980  oil on board  38 x 45 cm 65Bela  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  47 x 35 cm



66
Left: Rose #2  c.1980  oil on board  39 x 30 cm

Right: Artist’s mother  c.1980  oil on canvas  34 x 28 cm 67Geraldine  c.1980  oil on board  37 x 30 cm
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Still Lifes

69The camellia  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  43 x 32 cm



70 Still life #1  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  31 x 40 cm 71Ming settee  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  31 x 39 cm
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Top left: Fabritius’ finch  1984  oil on canvas on board  26 x 26 cm
Bottom left: The spatchcock  1987  oil on canvas on board  34 x 29 cm

Right: Chicken baby  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  43 x 25 cm 73Chardin’s corner  1995  oil on canvas on board  32 x 35 cm
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Landscapes

75Cooper Park  c.1990  oil on board  30 x 60 cm



76 Rushcutters Park - bushfire smoke  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  39 x 35 cm 77Rushcutters Bay #2  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  39 x 30 cm
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Figure Studies

79Lata #4  c.1980  oil on canvas  34 x 43 cm



80

Drunkenness of Noah  1992   
oil on canvas on board  50 x 90 cm

81



82
Top: Lata resting  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  52 x 64 cm

Bottom: Danielle sleeping #2  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  47 x 63 cm 83 Resting  c.1980  oil on board  30 x 41 cm



84
Top: Danielle sleeping #3  c.1987  oil on canvas on board  50 x 88 cm

Bottom: Bernadette sleeping  c.1980  oil on board  54 x 65 cm 85Danielle #5  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  40 x 50 cm
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Top: Lata dreaming  c.1980  oil on board  31 x 39 cm

Bottom: Danielle sleeping #1  c.1980  oil on board  46 x 55 cm 87Bernadette #2  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  39 x 52 cm
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Nude Figure Studies

89Bec #2  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  37 x 34 cm
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Top left: Shalil #1  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  52 x 60 cm
Top right: Danielle #1  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  32 x 40 cm 

Bottom: Bec #1  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  39 x 52 cm 91Shalil #3  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  39 x 46 cm
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Top: Shalil #2  c.1990  oil on canvas on board  28 x 51 cm

Bottom: Danielle #3  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  33 x 39 cm 93Danielle #2  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  38 x 41 cm
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Self Portraits

95Self portrait #7  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  54 x 49 cm



96 Self portrait #2  c.1980  oil on canvas  43 x 59 cm 97Self portrait #1  c.1980  oil on canvas  47 x 39 cm



98
Left: Self portrait #12  c.1980  oil on board  41 x 31 cm

Right: Self portrait #11  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  48 x 44 cm 99Self portrait #5 - with cold  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  50 x 41 cm



100
Left: Self portrait #9  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  42 x 37 cm 

Right: Self portrait #3 (after Rembrandt)  c.1980  oil on canvas  31 x 27 cm 101
Left: Self portrait #6  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  49 x 41 cm
Right: Self portrait #8  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  47 x 40 cm
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Left: Self portrait #4  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  35 x 30 cm 

Right: Self portrait #13  1984  oil on linen  34 x 26 cm 103Self portrait #10  c.1980  oil on canvas on board  34 x 24 cm
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