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IN THESE ISOLATING TIMES, POOCHES ARE
KL PROVING TO BE A MUCH-NEEDED
COMPANION TO MANY. MEGAN ANDERSON
HAS EXPERIENCED THEIR LOVE AND LOYALTY
FIRSTHAND, DEDICATING HER ARTISTIC
CAREER TO CAPTURING THEIR WILY WAYS
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f Fremantle artist Megan Anderson stays asleep too long she starts to
hear a soft, insistent sound by her bedside.

Click, click, click, click, click.

Indi, her 11-year-old golden retriever, has risen from her bed on
the floor and sidled silently up to Anderson'’s face.

Click, click, click, click, click.

“She opens and shuts her mouth, licking her lips as if to say, it's time,”
Anderson says. “It's subtle but | am very alert to it — like having a toddler.
Indi knows she doesn’t have to do anything else.”

Anderson knows well the ways of dogs. For the best part of the past
decade she has run Hangdog Art, capturing in her drawings their nuances,
their knowingness and their naughtiness.

Her dogs are ready to play, ready to ask a question and always by your
side — unless, of course, there’s something to chase or a mate to catch up
with.

“I find dogs unendingly interesting,” she says. “No two are the same,
they have so much character”

The RSPCA estimates there are 4.8 million pet dogs in Australia, and
with nearly 40 per cent of households owning one they comfortably put
cats in the shade as the nation’s most popular pet — not that a cat would
probably care.

The society says dogs make us more physically active, more empathetic
and give us a more positive outlook on life.

And at a time when coronavirus has thrown households closer together,
3 ? they are the family members who will always sit by your side, always go for
Megan Anderson, - - kil P~ ’ ; a walk and won't lose their temper.
vith Indi. .~ 8 - It's a good time to have a dog. »
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Indi came into Anderson’s life as a
nine-month-old pup, at a time, she says, when
she desperately wanted a dog. She had been
looking after the family pet, George, but knew
she had to give him back to her parents.

The retriever has proved the most steadfast of
companions and introduced Anderson to an
entirely new community — many of her close
friendships were formed on Fremantle’s dog
beaches. “Everyone knows the name of your
dog,” she says.

Indi’s wily ways inform much of Anderson’s
artwork. “She has the most withering looks if
she chooses, or the most pleading, or the most
hungry,” she says.

“She conveys a gamut of things without saying
anything. You just look at them and make a
judgment about what they are trying to tell you.
They pretend to be in your servitude, but in fact
it's the other way around.

“Indi doesn't suffer fools either, she is quite
scathing. She’s like, whatever, get your act
together”

Anderson’s artistic heart lies with the
underdog — those that are not good-looking, not
well-behaved, and her images are of dogs that
are slightly offbeat. “They have just tripped over
their ears, or done something bad, they’ve got a
bit of attitude going on.”

She likes them wonky, hairy and unruly, but
their eyes are always their essence — plaintive or
playful, inquiring or insolent.

Anderson came to art well into a working life
that has been characterised by a series of leaps
of faith.

She left her job as a features writer at The West
Australian in 2002 to move to Albany to write
the great Australian novel.

“I had been writing about people doing
interesting things with their lives and | wanted
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THE MENTAL HEALTH BENEFITS OF A DOG

ARE UNQUANTIFIABLE. HAVING SOMEBODY

TO CARE FOR, FEED AND GET OUT OF THE
HOUSE FOR IS ENORMOUSLY USEFUL.

to do something interesting with my own,” she
says.

But she did different things, got distracted,
didn’t write the novel and moved to Sydney,
where she worked as a travel writer. She landed
back in Perth in 2007 and started working at
Scoopmagazine. She took another leap and left
in 2012.

“That's when the art thing started. | had been
painting a little bit, dabbling, but never saw
myself as an artist at all”

Anderson only had to look inside her own
family to see some serious artistic talent. Both
her parents were creative — her father, she says,
took wonderful photographs and her mother
painted, then stopped when her daughters’
talents began to eclipse hers.

Her sisters are the acclaimed professional
artist Bronwen Newbury, whose daughter Laura
is a talented printmaker, and Anna Anderson,
who Anderson says doesn't paint professionally

%

and doesn't paint enough, but should.

“| didn't get the natural gene,” she says.

But her break came when she ran into the
owner of the Earlywork Gallery in South
Fremantle — naturally enough, at the local dog
beach. A planned exhibition had fallen though
and Anderson was offered the chance to show
her work.

Dogs were already her muse. “I'd spent a lot
of time on the dog beach, hanging out with my
own dog, and it was a friendly theme to start
with.”

Anderson quickly got to work. Though she
says her ink drawings weren't technically great,
all 25-30 pieces sold, and that's when she
thought this art thing was something she could
make a career of. “| realised it was not just me
that appreciates dogs.”’

Buoyed by her success, she went on a planned
overseas holiday and indulged in a bit of guerilla
art. She had taken a sketchbook with her and

decided to leave pencil drawings of her dogs “in
bars on the Amalfi coast and in hotel rooms in
Barcelona”.

Her fantasies of being discovered as the next
big thing withered when she realised she had
forgotten to sign them.

Back in Fremantle and sitting in a cafe —
“probably writing lists of what to do next with
my life” — she made another leap of faith.

She noticed a man drawing on his iPad and

Drawings from far left:News To Me; Reckon The:
Are; Toss You For.IMegan Anderson with Indi.

was introduced to the program Procreate.
Anderson, who had never thought she would be
an artist, never thought she would be a digital
artist, but says it has become second nature,
allowing her to test new things, mess them up
and discard them.

She misses the tactile nature of ink, paint and
canvas, but digital art has given her a multitude
of freedoms — to work where she wants, to
experiment and to produce fine prints, which
are the bread and butter of her business.

As Anderson’s style has developed, she has
started to include people in her works. These
pieces are more loosely drawn, putting the
emphasis on the relationship between owner
and dog.

“People respond because | think the pictures
say something to them about how they feel
about their relationship with their dog,” she
says. “People can fill in the blanks and finish the
picture themselves.”

Anderson’s family always had a dog on their
farm in Katanning when she was growing up but
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she says she has become more
fond of them with time.

Though affectionately known
as “that dog woman” she knows
plenty of people who are far
more besotted with dogs than she
is.

But she understands their
obsession. “We
anthropomorphise them all the
time,” she says. “We like to know
what they are thinking . . . but we
might be wrong.”

The RSPCA's survey revealed
that two-thirds of owners talked
to their pets as if they knew what
was being said, and 50 per cent
allowed them to sleep on their
bed.

Owners also love to give their
dogs human names, with Archie,
Charlie, Buddy, Max, Bella, Daisy
and Molly among the nation’s
most popular.

Indi was apparently named
after the Indian Ocean. Anderson
says she didn't hate the name
when she became her owner 10
years ago, so allowed it to stick.

As her artistic career has
progressed she has found she is
most happy when combining her
writing and drawing skills and
late last year published her first
book, Word of Dog, which paired
her illustrations with wry
musings from the canine world.

She is working towards a
second book and also maintains a
blog. “The dogs are quite smart,”
she says, “some have university
degrees.”

The coronavirus crisis has
given her dogs much to talk about in their new
blog series, The Quarantine Interviews, and
Anderson says it is a very creative time for her.

“l am responding to what | see around me.
There is so much to digest. What is going to
happen to our communities? How are we going
to emerge on the other side? Human beings are
battling with their lives. There's a lot to respond
to”

She agrees the restrictions the virus has
wrought have given owners a good reason to
think about their relationship with their dog.

“The mental health benefits of a dog are
absolutely unquantifiable,” she says. “Having
somebody to care for and feed and get out of
bed for and out of the house for is enormously
useful. They are such a lifeline, particularly for
people who are on their own.

“They are very funny and often do things that
make you laugh that is quite unexpected.”

Indi came into Anderson’s life when she
needed that companionship. “She has risen to
the challenge very well,” she says, “but she’s got
a pretty good life, too.” ST™M
For more examples of Megan Anderson’s work,
go to hangdogart.com.au
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