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Lecture summary: 

A great variety of art works and objects can be - and often have been - characterised as portraits by artists and curators, 

in response to their own particular needs and interests. Focusing, in this lecture, on conventional painted and sculpted 

portraits by non-Indigenous artists, Sarah Engledow will begin a discussion of twentieth-century Australian portraits with 

the glamorous London-inspired portraits of artists of the pre-war expatriate set, Hugh Ramsay and Rupert Bunny; the 

prolonged death by portraiture of George Lambert; and the effect of a particular portrait on Thea Proctor, herself a lifelong 

professional in the genre. The decades around the Second World War are represented in works by Nora Heysen and 

Barbara Tribe; the small body of anxious, penetrating portraits by Arthur Boyd; and the tonal realist Max Meldrum and 

works by his students Percy Leason and William Dargie. A distinctively Australian style is introduced in the work of 

William Dobell and Russell Drysdale, with Joshua Smith and Eric Wilson furnishing some fascinating anomalies. 

European post-war immigrant artists such as Reinis Zusters detonate an explosion of colour; Judy Cassab, Clifton Pugh 

and Eric Smith add all-over decorative pattern and abstract elements. In his hard-edged, austere portraits, John Brack 

confines riotous pattern to the carpet; his sitter, Fred Williams, paints his academic and artist friends in corduroy and 

mohair against monochrome backgrounds. In the last decade of the century, the sombrely traditional, dignified works of 

Rick Amor stand as complement and contrast to the scratchy self-representational gestures of Mike Parr and Jenny 

Watson. As the millennium comes and goes, a helter-skelter dash through a hundred years of Australian portraiture ends 

in the quiet, contemplative space evoked by works of Jude Rae and Ah Xian.   
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