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into the blue
Artist Martine Emdur captures on canvas  
the otherworldly beauty of the water
WORDS ANNA McCLELLAND  STYLING STEPHANIE POWELL 
PHOTOGRAPHY CHRIS WARNES

IF YOU WERE to spot a school of bobbing heads in the waters  
of Sydney’s North Bondi, diving into the depths, dodging waves and 
swimming in formation, you might think you’d sighted a particularly 
plucky aquarobics class. In fact, it’s celebrated artist and Bondi  
local Martine Emdur at work, accompanied by friends, neighbours, 
strangers and anyone else prepared to swim out beyond the flags  
to be photographed under the sea. “I swim around with my good 
friend and photographer Karl Page and try to direct people for  
the shots, but a lot is left to chance,” explains Martine. 

At once eerie and peaceful, her paintings, inspired by Karl’s photos, 
are evocative studies of the ever-changing world that lies beneath  
the surface. Porcelain-hued bodies glow through the watery depths, 
dappled sunbeams scatter light upon rocks and the warmth of a 
couple caught in a graceful embrace is skilfully juxtaposed with the 
chill of the blue sea. The depth Martine conveys is extraordinary – 
some figures jump out at you, while others seem unreachable. A 
lifelong resident of Bondi, Martine has long found solace in the ocean. 
“The world is full of despair, so to focus on a subject like the water 
offers me a sense of surrender, fluidity and calm,” she says.  
“I’m influenced by what I consider beautiful and soothing.” 

To capture the ocean’s many hues, Martine bravely ventures under 
the waves in all types of weather. “I like to photograph in different 
conditions because I get more colour variety. Sometimes overcast 
light is beautiful because you get that rich green tone.” >

shots, it’s more for the ideas” ~ Martine
“The goal of the photo sessions isn’t to get amazing  

Left, top right & opposite: Martine happily spends her days inside 
her light-filled Bondi studio. “I’m a stickler for detail,” she says. 
Above right: “These are some of the photos we took over the past 
summer – there’s probably more than 5000 in total. Karl takes about 
1000 shots at every session – he just clicks away. Scrolling through  
and finding the best ones is a big job,” Martine says. 



an energy that f lows to the finished product” ~ Martine
“The wonderful ly enthusiastic models in the shoots create 
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< Regardless of the swell, for Martine an open and unpredictable 
ocean is the only way to go – a series of photographs taken  
in a swimming pool failed to inspire. “Even in the deep end,  
there just wasn’t enough water!” she explains. 

Martine’s enviable talent is largely self-taught: after a brief 
flirtation with art school, she abandoned theory to immerse herself 
in painting. “I wanted to get my hands dirty,” she says. A few years  
of painting and part-time waitressing followed until she was taken  
on by Art House, a Sydney gallery, and her work began to attract a 
following. She has twice been a finalist in the Archibald Prize – in  
2001 with a painting of comedian Peter Berner and again in 2003  
with one of actress Claudia Karvan – and her sought-after work now 
commands prices upwards of $5000. Yet Martine reaps the biggest 
reward from the public’s response to her work. “I love the idea that  
a painting might momentarily distract someone from the stresses  
of daily life – I’m hoping minds will drift and they’ll feel for just  
a moment the weightlessness of the water.” 

Martine is currently putting the finishing touches on pieces for her 
next exhibition and she continues to be captivated by the mystery of 
the sea. “There’s still much for me to learn about the water,” she says. 
“With each painting I notice another subtle detail that helps me to 
learn how to capture it. I’m absolutely intrigued by this subject.” 

See Martine’s exhibition at the Olsen Irwin gallery from August 28  
to September 15, 63 Jersey Road, Woollahra, NSW, (02) 9327 3922, 
timolsengallery.com, or visit martineemdur.com.  

painting. I can’t live without it” ~ Martine 
“Even if I won the lottery I’d stil l be 

Left: As part of her creative process, Martine first uses chalk 
outlines to transfer the figures from Karl’s photographs to her 
canvas. “The chalk tends to dissolve into the paint,” she explains.

Martine’s top 3  
tips for displaying art
1 “To find the best hanging spot, 
move paintings around and try 

di!erent positions at di!erent times 
of day. Paintings can change from 

one location to the next.”
2 “A little space around a painting 

makes for a more harmonious 
viewing. Try to keep the middle  

of the piece at eye level.”
3 ”Don’t put anything too close  

to an artwork that could 
potentially clash with it, like 
strong colours or shapes, as  

it will lead the eye away.”


