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Natasha Bieniek’s tiny paintings make vast impressions. Jo 
Higgins talks to the artist about her most recent work, which 
explores the way humans relate to the natural world in an 
urban context. Portrait by Kirstin Gollings.
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1. // Natasha Bieniek,  
Sahara, 2014. Oil on wood, 
13.5 x 18.5cm.

2. // Natasha Bieniek,  
Cocoon, 2014. Oil on wood, 
13.5 x 18.5cm.

COurtesy: the artist aNd this is NO 
faNtasty + diaNNe taNzer gallery, 
melBOurNe

on’t be fooled by the size. 
There’s a lot more to Na-
tasha Bieniek’s exquisite 
miniature portraits and 
paintings than might 
otherwise be found on 
something the size of a 
smartphone. Just ask the 
judges of the 2015 Wynne 
Prize. In July this year, the 
smallest work won the 
Art Gallery of New South 
Wales’ biggest landscape 

painting award. 
It’s an exciting moment for 

Bieniek, who has been painting figuratively for over 
a decade now, with her particular explorations of 
scale something she has developed over the last five 
years. Inspired initially by the 16th century tradition 
of the miniature portrait, that portable keepsake 
designed to capture a likeness of someone’s 
character, Bieniek’s stunning manipulation of 
scale is also a considered a contemporary reflection 
on the way we regularly view images today. Says 
Bieniek: “The use of devices like the iPhone 
effectively miniaturise everything we look at, it’s 
become a common everyday occurrence and so for 
me this is a relevant way to talk about painting 
and to contemporise such a historical tradition.”

For her solo show at Art Basel Hong Kong last 
year, her first international exhibition, Bieniek 
created a series of melancholic, beautiful portraits 
of several of her close friends. Of the series she’s 
showing at Sydney Contemporary, Bieniek says: 
“Over the last year, my figurative paintings have 
progressively incorporated certain elements that 
resemble natural scenery. Although I see these 
paintings as an extension of my Hong Kong 
exhibition, in this series I wanted to break down 
traditional conventions of portraiture and place 
the figure outside its usual context. This subtle 
variation in subject matter eased my transition into 
painting natural landscapes. To put it simply, this 
recent series of paintings explores the way humans 
relate to the natural world in an urban context.”

In particular, Bieniek is interested in the concept 
of biophilia, the scientific study that examines 
human responses to the natural world that was 3.

“My intention is to present the idea that 
we, as humans, are not above nature, 
but are very much a part of it.” Natasha BieNiek

popularised in the 1980s by socio-biologist Edward 
O. Wilson. Biophilia literally means love of life 
and Wilson’s theory proposes that our affiliation 
with nature is deeply rooted in our biology and is 
in fact integral to our psychological and physical 
development. It was the aptly titled landscape Bio-
philia that was awarded the Wynne.

Says Bieniek: “I believe there’s some truth 
to Wilson’s hypothesis and it’s another reason 
why I wanted to place such an emphasis on 
natural scenery. My miniature landscapes depict 
environments that are situated within walking 
distance from Melbourne’s CBD. These diverse 
pockets of nature offer a sense of tranquillity amid 
the chaos of a developed major city. My intention 
is to present the idea that we, as humans, are not 
above nature, but are very much a part of it.” 

Painted on dibond, a coated aluminium product 
typically used for industrial purposes, Bieniek’s 

pointed choice of the slick, shiny material, with all 
its technological associations, is only reinforced by 
the shape and scale of the work – their resemblance 
to app icons is not accidental. “I wanted to create 
a direct connection between the landscape as an 
image and the modern avenues of social media,” says 
the artist. “It seems our urge to affiliate with nature 
extends far beyond a personal engagement and is 
often portrayed in a very public way. The visual 
channels of social media are flooded by digitally 
modified, filtered images that idealise nature and 
create a façade that alters our perception of reality. 
This manipulation of imagery has influenced my 
paintings – both aesthetically and technically.”

❱ NatasHa BieNieK sHows witH tHis is No 
FaNtasY + DiaNNe taNzer GallerY, staND e08 
at sYDNeY CoNtemporarY 2015.
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1. // Natasha Bieniek, Eleanor, 
2015. Oil on dibond, 9 x 9cm.

2. // Natasha Bieniek holding 
Genevieve, 2015. Oil on dibond, 
9 x 9cm.

COurtesy: the artist aNd this is NO 
faNtasty + diaNNe taNzer gallery,  
melBOurNe

Nicola SteiN  
co-director, tHiS iS No FaNtaSY  
+ Dianne tanzer Gallery

“Natasha has created a series of miniature-
sized paintings for Sydney Contemporary. Her 
show Biophilia will include both lush, illusory 
landscapes and figures placed in constructed 
environments. The works explore the relationship 
between humans and the natural world, drawing 
on scientific research to reflect on the positive 
impact of nature on humans. Natasha’s new 
works are like little jewels, very detailed and 
painterly with lush surfaces and rich, saturated 
colours. A number of the works are painted on 
dibond and her use of this industrial surface for 
paintings that are so steeped in the cannon of art 
history is fresh and exciting.

“Natasha’s show at Art Basel Hong Kong in 2014 
was well received and very successful. We showed 14 
works and almost all sold during the fair, with the 
remaining ones selling shortly after. It was exciting 
and rewarding to see the positive response from 
international collectors and curators – they were 
impressed with the originality and uniqueness of 
Natasha’s practice and the way in which she draws 
on and rephrases traditional painting methods and 
art history in a fresh and contemporary way.”5.


