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SAFE IN OUR HAPPY PLACE:  WE MISS YOU MAGIC LAND  
AND NATURE REVEALED 

Carmen Miranda did it. Disney did it. Versace did it and, 
let’s face it: we’ve all done it. At one time (or many) 
in our lives we’ve stuck our head in the pastel 
pink glitter sand, hummed along to Puff and rocked 
ourselves gently into sugar-coated oblivion. Sometimes 
we’ve done it alone (between ages two to seven if 
we listen to developmental psychologist Jean Piaget); 
sometimes it’s been en masse (this last phase ending 
with a bumpy re-entry into a gloomy economic 
troposphere around September 2008). Regardless 
of the conditions that give rise to the existence of our 
escapist fantasies, West Australian installation artists 
Pip and Pop (Nicole Andrijevic and Tanya Schultz) seem 
to understand that our dreamed utopias are simply the 
illusions we allow ourselves to participate in and, in 
the process, inhabit landscapes of our own creation. 

Pip and Pop’s utopic cosmology manifests in we miss 
you magic land, a seductive rainbow-coloured mirage 
installed at the Gallery of Modern Art (GOMA) 
Children’s Art Centre until 4 March 2012. Built from 

space where dreamers and gamers elope. Tapping 
into a zeitgeist as much now as it is yesterday Pip 
and Pop’s magic land is inspired by the themes and 
aesthetics found in traditional creation tales, folktales, 
the Japanese pursuit of kawaii (cuteness), video games, 
and capitalism’s love of excess. 

This elaborate and somewhat sparkly installation 

anniversary celebrations and, as a school holiday 
magnet, shows clever cultural engineering. Magic 
land demands wonder. It bridges the ever-widening 
gap that inevitably emerges between the careworn 
parent and growing child. It steers us across chasms 
and along potentially misleading paths, all the time 
providing peepholes into a shared illusion and offering 
immersion in its calm, still, shimmering lakes. To travel 

together in magic land is to imagine life otherwise; 

exospheres of excessive comfort, the illusion of a 

Pop know, GOMA knows and we know that this is 
where we curl up when escaping the cold embrace 
of reality.

POP!

But we miss you magic land is art. And so we must 
enquire: “What does it make us ask ourselves? Where 
is the impatient demand for an answer? When I emerge 
from this dream, who and where will I be, and why and 
how?” 

These are the questions I wonder out loud. My poor 
children groan. No sooner have they blown their 
bubbles than ... 

So, I blow them another and invite them in. If magic land 
is to be anything more than what it is, it must become 
a bridge. After the unyielding magic land gift shop 
experience, I coax them over to the Land of Forgotten 
Dreams. This is the old dust-blanketed wing of 
Queensland’s cultural precinct, the original Queensland 
Art Gallery (QAG). Having shied away from the GOMA 
guide’s questions about what magic land makes us 
think of, we begin to talk. We agree that magic land 
is what two of them (the eight-year-old twins) have 
been creating in their bedrooms since they could 
manage a pincer grip. However, we also agree, that 
in the practised perfection of magic land the detail is 
exquisite, the execution superb, the materials splendid, 
the result transcendent. We laugh and agree again, 
that with practice, their future looks bright, or at least 
meticulous.

We are agreeing on these points as we leave the 
QAG café — and an unusually high representation 
of octogenarians — to enter Nature Revealed, a survey 
of the works of Austrian-born landscape artist and 
scientist Eugene von Guérard (1811–1901). 
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Von Guérard’s early Austrian scenes blend into our 
vague perception of European tradition. We remark 
that von Guérard’s technical skill is to be admired. 

The chatter does not start until we land in his grander 
scenes — those painted after his arrival in Australia 
in 1852. 

The images of Victorian mountain ranges, pristine 

sharpens and brings into focus the minutiae that swarms 
and hovers to form a mass of purposeful creation. As we 
point out the individual leaves that form a slightly too-
crisp scrubby clump, the oddly shaped dingoes, occasional 
Xanthorrhoea latifolia (or grass tree) scattered like throw 
cushions near a camp scene and the perfect glow of 

wide-eyed admiration and a squinting disappointment 
at what might be anachronisms or forced inclusions 
in a landscape both familiar and imagined. 

Somehow, from the singular sentences that form the 
corresponding terrain of our chatter, an understanding 
emerges that the landscapes before us are at once 
Australian and contrived. It is this understanding that 
prompts the ten-year-old to say, “See that waterfall? 
I would slide down that one and into that next one. 
I know I would probably die, but if you could actually 
do it, it would be so much fun.”

Together, we read the didactic panels that describe 
the elaborate underdrawing and von Guérard’s high 
regard for what he perceived as “the real”. I explain 
that, as a newcomer to Australia, von Guérard hoped 
to capture the geography, geology and vegetation 
so that other Europeans could understand how this 
landscape was formed. It is at this point that one of the 
eight-year-old nods dreamily, sighs and tells me, “Those 
clouds look so real. I would build my house there. See? 
Right up there on the edge of that cliff that looks as if 
it is made of dominoes.”

Silently, I apologise to von Guérard for disbelieving his 
dream but investing in it regardless. I try to console him 
with the news that his interpretation of the land he had 
escaped to is a valued contribution to the contemporary 
investigations of environmental science and our 
understanding of how shared and personal landscapes 
were created in a past that was his present.

In a stroke of parallelism the von Guérard exhibition, 
like magic land, runs until 4 March 2012. If you walk 
down the path from GOMA to QAG, be sure to step 
on the little circular grates that line the entry to the 
old girl. They will elevate your skirt or trouser leg 
and create the sense of wonder that envelops you 
when entering a new land, whether you completely 
understand what it is you are doing there and why, 
and what you will do when you leave — or not.
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