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	Prize fight for art accolade 
GARY STEVENS 
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AFTER several months of mystery it was time for art teacher Peter Biram to see how his student Ursula Theinert had painted him. 

"When I walked into the studio, I closed my eyes, turned around and opened them," Peter said. 

"I went on first gut instinct and thought you b**ch...she's gonna win, it's better than mine!" 

Peter and Ursula this year chose lesser known personalities as their subjects for Australia's most prominent art competition, the Archibald Prize. Peter painted mathematician Robyn Arianrhod and Ursula painted Peter. 

But while Peter still agonises over how he looks in the portrait (are his eyes really that lopsided, is his nose really that crooked?), he appreciates the painting as Ursula's response to him as a person. 

"What's important is not my response to the painting but Ursula's response to me, which she has then painted," he said. 

Peter's approval of the piece - both as a portrait and a work of art - relieved some of the anxiety Ursula had of painting her own art teacher. 

"It was very scary because you feel such a huge responsibility," she said. 

"When Peter came to look at the painting I was extremely nervous because it was still getting that teacher approval as well as the subject's approval." 

Ursula, from Callignee, said Peter was a pivotal person in her life and her artwork. 

"We both feel very strongly about the environment, we have a connection with the Australian bush and preserving the bush," she said. 

In Ursula's portrait, Peter's face is in the foreground of trees and she gave him the look of a monk to depict the religious fervour with which he speaks about the environment. 

"It's a religious feel he has about the bush and his belief in preserving the bush and ownership of it," she said. 

While admitting it was harder to create a narrative about Peter with such a close shot of his face, Ursula believes she has captured an "intensity and intimacy". 

"I love it when you can come up to a painting and can look right into the eyes," she said. 

Peter is a former local who lives in Gembrook and teaches art at GippsTAFE Yallourn. 

He has again thrown the Archibald judges a challenge after his portrait of Channel Ten newsman Mal Walden last year. 

His latest portrait is a two-pronged criticism of the Archibald Prize - he has bucked the trend of painting a celebrity (this year's entries include paintings of Bob Hawke and cricketer Andrew Symonds among others) and questioned the difference between a good portrait and good artwork. 

"The problem with the Archibald is they're accepting too many good portraits but not so many good works of art," he said. 

The two halves of his portrait could easily be two separate pieces of work. 

One half of his piece is a portrait of Dr Arianrhod, sitting barefooted in her garden. 

The other half stretches out to show a landscape which depicts a narrative about both subject and author, and their connection through their concern for environmental issues such as salinity, land clearing and water use...as well as incorporating mathematical concepts of black holes and parallel universes. 

"It's a challenge to the Archibald authority, saying to them that maybe they should start looking at what actually makes a good portrait," he said. 

His subject, while not well known in popular culture, comfortably fits into the Archibald criteria of a man or woman "distinguished in art, letters, science or politics". 

Much like Ursula's painting of himself, Peter said his portrait of Dr Arianrhod reflected not only what the mathematician looked like, but how Peter saw her. 

"What's important is not just the likeness, but the response the artist has to the subject, and that's where the artwork comes into it."




