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1954, he prepared gouache studies after work 
and at weekends. A decade earlier, dutch 
Indonesian artist theo schoon (1915-1985) had 
introduced him to ngai tahu rock art and invited 
him to south Canterbury to view the drawings in 
weka pass. what he saw there inspired the later 
Mäori designs in walters’ work.

Abstractions by Piet Mondrian and Victor 
Vasarely were also subjects of careful study on his 
trip to Europe and Australia from 1950-53.  they 
led him to “eliminate to the limit”, reducing his 
painting to geometrical shapes, lines and colours. 
Walters makes over the koru, rendering it as a 
band with a circle at the end drawn with a 
compass and ruler.  the result is severe, hard-
edged and impersonal, designed to achieve an 
ideal figure ground ambiguity.

shortages of linseed oil during World War two 
had led to the development of new synthetic paints 
in Britain. Australian artists were early adapters, 
becoming known as the dulux and Masonite 
brigade. From the late 1950s, PVA (polyvinyl 
acetate) paint was manufactured in new Zealand. 
By buying their paint from the hardware store 
instead of the art supply shop, Kiwi artists 
signalled that their work was leading in a new 
direction.

thick and opaque, PVA emulsion paint 

A major award, never before been given to an 
organisation outside the United states, is to be 
presented to the experimental Analysis of 
behaviour research Unit in the department of 
psychology.

the award for “Enduring programmatic 
contributions to behavior analysis” will be 
presented by the Association for the Advancement 
of Behavior Analysis at its international annual 
convention in Phoenix, Arizona, in May 2009.

the award recognises 40 years of empirical 
research and theoretical contributions by this 
laboratory, mostly published in the foremost 

journal in this area, the Journal of the Experimental 
Analysis of Behavior. 

three members of this lab — Professor Michael 
davison (director), Professor dianne McCarthy 
(now CEo of the royal society of new Zealand) 
and dr douglas Elliffe — and one previous 
member, dr Brent Alsop (now at otago) have been 
action editors of this journal. 

Many of the more than 30 Phd graduates of the 
lab now have academic jobs around the world, and 
new Zealand is very highly thought of in this area.

the lab, started by Michael davison and ivan 
Beale in 1969, has always run as a cooperative 

venture by academic staff and students, with each 
person (including academics) running every lab 
experiment one day a week. in this way, all have 
had a vested interest in all research. 

“soon after starting,” says Michael davison, “the 
lab became (as it remains) the foremost lab in the 
world in terms of both equipment and research 
output. it has attracted many sabbatical visitors 
from around the world.”

the research concentrates on detailed empirical 
research on choice — how animals distribute their 
behaviour between alternatives that differ in 
various ways. this is fundamental psychological 
research but does have applications in many 
clinical areas such as behaviour therapy, and 
supports the training in behaviour analysis practice 
now available in the graduate Applied Behaviour 
Analysis programme. 

Extensive data on choice is collected and 
described using mathematically-based theories to 
predict future behaviour. this has been particularly 
successful, with prediction often accounting for 
more than 95 percent of the variation in choice 
behaviour. 

Understanding choice and the way it changes 
according to environmental change is the basis of 
understanding all behaviour and learning.

Currently, the EABrU and its lab are run, and 
the students are supervised, by Professor Michael 
davison (director) and dr douglas Elliffe (deputy 
director), but its success over many years is due to 
all of the students and staff who have taken part.

ArtFrom the collection

Variations of the curving stem and bulb form of 
the koru made their earliest appearances in 
Gordon walters’ work in the mid-1950s. Joining 
the Government printing Office in wellington in 

Gordon Walters (1919-1995) Painting no.2 1966, PVA 
on hardboard 1220 x 910mm
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Front row: Michelle Banicevich and Nathalie Boutros, PhD students
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encouraged a viewer’s attention to focus on the 
surface of a painting.  Walters’ aim was a neutral 
skin of colour but his use of smooth hardboard as 
his painting support (in emulation of Australian 
modernism) mitigated against this.  Brushstrokes 
and modulations in paint density are evident in the 
black centre of Painting no.2 1966 and Walters 
later switched to canvas to fix the problem of 
unwanted texture.

having not exhibited for 17 years, Walters 
organised a show of koru paintings at new Vision 
gallery in Auckland in March 1966, explaining: 

“My work is an investigation of positive/negative 
relationships within a deliberately limited range of 
forms.  the forms i use have no descriptive value in 
themselves and are used solely to demonstrate 
relations.  i believe that dynamic relations are the 
most clearly expressed by the repetition of a few 
simple elements.” the new Vision exhibition 
established Walters’ reputation as a painter with 
an austere personal style which could achieve a 
wide repertoire of effects and allowed him to 
become a full-time artist.

Painting no.2 1966 features in the gus Fisher 
gallery exhibition the new Vision gallery 
1965-1976 curated by Art history graduate Joanna 
trezise on show until 16 August.
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