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Gordon H. Brown, 
Motutara Island from Otakamiro Point,  
Muriwai Beach Domain (1977)
Image appears courtesy of the artist.

Colin McCahon 
McLeavey sat here
pen and ink on paper (1975)
image appears courtesy of The Museum of New Zealand  
Te Papa Tongarewa and the Colin McCahon Research  
and Publication Trust

Muriwai… And a spirit said to me “Eh boy, you got me” 
and we laughed. Jump is the only answer.’ 

 This suggests a connection less with Necessary 
Protection than with the 1973-74 works Series C (Walk), 
Walk with Me I and II and The Shining Cuckoo which engage 
with the Maori myth of the spirit’s transit after death along 
the west coast beaches – Muriwai, Ahipara – to Cape 
Reinga. Accordingly, the serrated line in Jump E28 could be 
read as starting at beach level (bottom left), jumping to the 
top of the ‘pinnacle’, crossing it, then swooping like a bird 
to the mainland, at which point (uniquely) the track divides 
into two alternative directions. 

McCahon’s letter encourages a reading of this 
exceptional work – so strong in colour, so authoritative 
in design and execution – as both ‘funny and serious’, a 
compelling, cartoon-like rendering of an existential dilemma.

Peter Simpson







Colin McCahon
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Rocks in the Sky, Series 2, No. 2: Lagoon, Muriwai
synthetic polymer paint on Steinbach laid on board

title inscribed, signed and dated ’76; title inscribed, signed 
and dated and inscribed Hanly, Private Collection verso

725 x 1097mm

$260 000 – $320 000

Gordon Brown, Colin McCahon’s biographer and 
confidant, explained the series title Rocks in the 
Sky with an anecdote: ‘…McCahon’s grandson…
viewed the unusual-looking sky with its dark, heavy, 
threatening clouds and…likened the effect of the 
clouds to “rocks in the sky”’ (Brown, Colin McCahon: 
Artist, 1993, p. 140). This is confirmed by a 1974 
letter to John Caselberg: ‘Tui [grandson] tells me of 
the rocks in the sky…’ The series was first exhibited 
with Noughts and Crosses at Auckland’s Barry 
Lett Galleries in August-September, 1976: Colin 
McCahon: Paintings – Noughts and crosses, Rocks 
in the sky, On the road. 

 Both these series consist of two related sets 
(Series 1 and 2) of seven paintings on identical 
sheets of Steinbach paper. Their numbers connect 
them with McCahon’s abiding interest in the Roman 
Catholic Stations of the Cross – a 14-part narrative 
of Christ’s last days – which entered his practice in 
1966 and was strongly revived in the 1970s. Series 
relate to the ‘stations’ either through collectively 
numbering 14 (as in Noughts and Crosses and Angels 
and Bed), or by the individual paintings incorporating 
the numbers 1 to 14 (as in Teaching Aids and Rocks 
in the Sky). The latter series uniquely combines both 
devices – that is, both 14 paintings in the series, and 
the numerals 1-14 on individual paintings. 

 In terms of imagery, the immediate predecessor 
of Rocks in the Sky was Clouds (1975), a series of ten 
in which casually sketched white clouds (most with 
one, two or three numbers on them) are stacked 
in vertical rows of four against a black background. 
In Rocks 1 the arrangement of clouds is horizontal 
not vertical; with one exception there are seven or 
eight clouds/rocks in two rows, each with a number 
inscribed. In Series 2, however, clouds/rocks (just 
two of them) appear only in No. 1; the other six 
exclude ‘rocks’ (which makes the title Rocks in the 
Sky even more oblique), but have numerals inscribed 

on a plain background – generally, either black on 
white or white on black. 

 In the outstanding work Series 2, No. 2 Lagoon. 
Muriwai, numerals (some Roman, some Arabic) are 
inscribed on four alternating horizontal black and 
white bands. I and II are black on white squares 
within the black band; III and IV are white on the 
same black band. On the second band a solitary V 
is black on white. The third band has striated whitish 
numbers, IV, V, VI, VII on black. On the bottom band 
are 6 to 14 – black Arabic numerals on white. The 
numbers are distributed with deliberation and care, 
some (III-VI) being repeated, and sometimes with 
dividing lines between them. Most striking of all is 
the black V in splendid isolation on its white strip. 
In the ‘Stations’, V/5 is ‘Simon is made to bear the 
cross’. Is that what the artist intended to highlight, 
or does it have some other connotation (5 wounds 
of Christ? V for Victory over death?)? An element 
of inexplicable mystery remains. 

 What are we to make of this work’s subtitle: 
Lagoon. Muriwai ? Most of Series 2 of Rocks (unlike 
Series 1) have subtitles: Veronica; Lagoon. Muriwai; 
Seagulls, Rain; Lagoon, Plankton; Walking the Beach. 
Except for Veronica (which relates to the ‘Stations’), 
all relate to Muriwai. ‘Lagoon’ (which occurs 
twice) refers to a particular feature of the Muriwai 
environment, often the terminus of the artist’s beach 
walks. The beach setting is not depicted descriptively, 
merely suggested by the alternating bands (sky, 
water, beach, lagoon?), as an arena for existential 
meditation. 

This vivid painting with its striking contrasts calls 
to mind McCahon’s often quoted description of an 
earlier series as ‘about as visually splendid as road 
signs’.

Peter Simpson

Exhibited:
‘Colin McCahon: Paintings – Noughts and 
Crosses, Rocks in the Sky, On the Road’, 

Barry Lett Galleries, 23 August –  
3 September 1976, Cat No. 3.

‘Colin McCahon’,Victoria University of 
Wellington Library, 22 June – 19 July 1981, 

Cat No. 4.

Reference: 
Colin McCahon Database  

(www.mccahon.co.nz) cm000413.

Provenance: 
Collection of Pat Hanly, Auckland.

Private collection, Wellington.
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Truth from the King Country: Load Bearing Structures No. I
synthetic polymer paint on canvasboard

title inscribed, signed and dated ’78 verso
201 x 254mm

$60 000 – $80 000

The years 1978 – 1979 represented 
one of the final periods of sustained 
creativity for Colin McCahon and 
resulted in him completing several 
major paintings including The Five 
Wounds of Christ paintings, A Letter 
to the Hebrews and the two May His 
Light Shine paintings. Almost all of 
these paintings now reside in public 
collections in Australasia and represent 
the artist in all his grand, existential 
glory. This period also resulted in a 
very different yet no less ‘major’ body 
of paintings. Standing diametrically 
opposed to the aforementioned 
‘masterpieces’ are the Truth from the 
King Country paintings. 

Twenty five paintings from this 
series feature on the Colin McCahon 
database, all of which share the formal 
device of the Tau Cross, an intimate 
scale and an innate luminosity. The 
title of the series locates the works 
directly in the central North Island 
and is said to find its inspiration in a 
view of the Mangaweka viaduct, south 
of Taihape. The Tau Cross was one 
of Colin McCahon’s key leitmotifs, 
first appearing prominently in the 
1959 painting, Toss in Greymouth. 
Simultaneously a symbol of power 
and an obstacle, the cross predates 
Christianity appearing both in 
Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt. 

What marks these paintings as 
especially unique, for me, is the delicacy 
and beauty of their manufacture. The 
artist often began his compositions 
outside of the respective painterly field 
so as, when the composition proper 
is begun the paint strokes are already 
alive and ‘charged’. The paintings gain 
their power from this contrast between 
the monolithic upright support and 
cross beam of the Tau Cross, which 
appears resolute, silent and powerful, 
and the ochre oranges and greens of 
the setting sun on the nearby sloping 
ranges. 

Truth from the King Country: Load 
Bearing Structures No. I represents 
a manifestation of McCahon’s grand 
themes and mannerisms reduced to 
an intimate and accessible scale. Fully 
aware that such a shift in scale and 
scope results in greater interrogation 
of the surface, McCahon visibly pores 
over the surface of the canvasboard 
with the brush creating a delicacy and 
focus which is both atmospheric and 
inordinately attentive. It’s as if the artist, 
freed from the burden of the grand 
statement instead creates a small 
devotional icon. 

Ben Plumbly 

Provenance: 
Private collection, Wellington. Purchased 
from Peter McLeavey Gallery, Wellington, 

circa 1982 – 1983.
Private collection, Auckland.

Reference: 
Colin McCahon Database (www.

mccahon.co.nz) cm000906

Exhibited: 
‘Colin McCahon’, Victoria University 

Library, Wellington, 22 June – 19 July 1981.
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