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ORIGIN AND MYTH

The Secrets of Pangaea is essentially an exploration of the figure in the 
landscape and marks James Waller’s first foray into large-scale narrative oil painting, a 
journey inspired, in large part by the Norwegian master Odd Nerdrum, whom he stud-
ied with in August and September 2017. 

The series revolves around two major compositions, The Children of Lir and The Secrets 
of Pangaea, and includes smaller works created whilst studying in Norway.

The starting points for the major compositions are found in Greek and Irish mythology 
and include figures in states of both dramatic tension and Arcadian repose. The Secrets 
of Pangaea recalls the Tahitian paintings of Paul Gauguin, Waller’s first love as a young 
painter. The brooding sense of melancholy and langour, and the playing of music are 
symbiotic with Gauguin’s world. The approach to tone and colour, however, are very 
much informed by his immersion in Odd Nerdrum’s work and the Classical figurative 
approach. Several other pieces, such as Boy and Moon, Reverie and The Song of Pan-
gaea are either derived from or studies for Secrets. 

Where Secrets only tangentially references Greek figures such as Pan and the Mino-
taur, The Children of Lir explicitly references the famous Irish tale of the same name. It 
does not attempt to illustrate the story, but rather presents both bird and human form 
together, the human figures in a state of transformative tension, the swans in a state 
of lateral collapse (death?) and purposeful movement. One other work, Wing of Light, 
Wing of Darkness is an offshoot of this piece, and like Lir is as much concerned with 
dynamic tension in the body, as with the narrative aspect.

The majority of the smaller pieces in the collection were painted at the Nerdrum School 
in Norway, during August and September, 2017. Of these Divya was left as a gift to the 
Master, to join a considerable collection of student works adorning the studio walls.



James Waller (b. 1978) is an Australian born artist and poet, of mixed Maltese, 
English and Irish ancestry. He studied fine art at Sydney College of the Arts, 
Newcastle University and the Malmo Art Academy, and art history at The 
University of Melbourne. He has also studied with master painters, Patrick 
Bernard, Robert Klein Boonschate and Odd Nerdrum. James is currently based 
in Clonakilty, Ireland where he teaches classical painting and drawing.

THE NERDRUM SCHOOL & THE NEW BAROQUE

Figurative painting has, in recent years, enjoyed something of a world-wide resurgence,
inspired by major figures such as Antonio Lopez in Spain, Andrew Wyeth in America and
Odd Nerdrum in Norway. The latter has had a quiet, yet enormous influence continually
taking students from all over the world in an apprentice system for over 30 years.

The Secrets of Pangaea collection may be seen in the context of this revival and the
work of artists associated with ‘The Nerdrum School’ and the ‘New Baroque’. Funda-
mental to the aesthetic approach of the ‘New Baroque’ painters (so called via affilliation
to exemplars such as Carravaggio and Rembrandt) is the ‘Apelles palette’, a warm, 
earthy palette dominated by red, yellow, black and white, chiaroscuro (strong tonal 
contrast) , and a deep concern with nature and human emotion. Further to these tenets 
one might add love of craft and ‘old master’ technique, as well as close study of and 
engagement with figurative art of the past and the present.

Emulation and technique, however, may only take one so far, and art is only born when
an interior state manifests in a mysterious image with an authentic vibration. The
Secrets of Pangaea leads the viewer through many states, through idleness and dream,
creativity and innocence, melancholy and liberation. It seeks, through a timeless paint-
erly approach to cast a personal, authentic spell. Whether it succeeds only the viewer
may tell.



Divya
Oil on linen
40 x 60 cm

2017



Skull Study
Oil on linen
27 x 40.5 cm
2017



Renus
Oil on linen 

29.5 x 41 cm
2017



Self Portrait in Profile
Oil on linen
46 x 62 cm
2017



Crow Light
Oil on linen, 120 x 140 cm
2017



Nerdrum study 
(after Hepatits by Odd Nerdrum).

Oil on linen, 22.5 x 30 cm
2017

Ronan (study)
Oil on panel, 30 x 37 cm 
2017

Initial studies for Crow Light were modeled by Ronan (above left) using 
photographic reference. The final work was painted at The Nerdrum 
School and modeled there by James’ fellow apprentice, Giaccomo. At 
the same time James worked on a small study of Hepatitis by Nerd-
rum (above right). This acted as a guide to the tonality of the painting.









Wing of Light, Wing of Darkness
Oil on linen, 86 x 113 cm
2018.

Animal Skull 
Oil on linen, 17.5 x 28.5 cm

2017



Boy and Moon 
Oil on linen, 77 x 120 cm
2017-18

The Song of Pangaea
Oil on linen, 125 x 125 cm

2018.





Horns of Shadow (top left)
Oil on linen, 50 x 68 cm

2018

Reverie
Oil on linen

100 x 100 cm
2018

Fox Skull (left)
Oil on linen, 17.5 x 22 

cm 







 The Children of Lir 
Oil on linen, 129 x 169.7 cm

2018.



The Secrets of Pangaea
Oil on linen, 152 x 263.5 cm
2017-18
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