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SOMETiMES A MADHOuSE SOMETiMES A pAlACE  
THINKING ABOuT THE ART OF KEN WHISSON

William faulkner has said that he became a writer 
when he realised that by means of writing he could 
‘make a man stand on his hind legs and cast a 
shadow’. And he surely meant by this, not as they 
do in real life, but as they do not seem to do, in 
reality. And I believe that the reason for making art, 
art in general, is that it gives to the world, not just 
to human beings, some more profound dimension, 
something nearer to the reality that we feel it surely 
must have, but does not seem to have.
— Ken Whisson, 2002 1

Ken Whisson has spent more than 60 years making 
images that challenge our understanding of place and 
time, prompt political and philosophical reflection, and 
find a balance between thought and un-thought, being 
and not being. Pictures that make the world as real as 
it must be. At the age of 84 he is painting as well as ever 
and for the long haul, releasing into the world images 
that reward the patient, analytical yet unguarded viewer.

for fellow artist Robert Rooney, Whisson has ‘opened 
the eyes of many, including a new generation of young 
painters, to his unique vision. But his is no rags-to-
riches story, for his art, though somewhat mellowed in 
recent years, is still abrasive enough to resist the false 
virtues of mass appeal and collectability’.2

Whisson himself has said that, ‘an artist, if he’s got 
any sense, gets the amount of fame that he needs 
… But if the artist has any sense, he will avoid too 
much fame.’3 Like all artists, he wants success and 
recognition, but only to the extent that it is useful 
in sustaining him as an individual free to make the 
paintings and drawings that he wants to make, without 
compromises. Success that is effective, purposeful, 
rather than defined by the trappings of fame and 
fortune.4 ‘Leave me alone; let me be unknown, for 

as long as possible’.5 This is what is admirable about  
his endeavour. 

Whisson also understands, from a perspective 
gleaned from philosopher Herbert Marcuse, that 
anything ‘radical’, be it cultural or political, is in 
danger of being co-opted into the banality of modern 
capitalism.6 He approaches conventional success as 
something that is attainable but only on his terms. 
That is why his work is radical in the truest meaning 
of the word. It comes from his own thinking about, 
among other things, space, the physical body and the 
individual’s role in mass society. This thinking, free 
of the constraints of repressive needs—that is, the 
material trappings of contemporary life—is close to 
Marcuse’s Utopian and egalitarian ideals.

Whisson’s work is hard to understand; his pictures 
can be difficult to ‘like’ and appreciate. They function 
very close to the nervous system: intuitive, yet at the 
same time highly cerebral, conceptual and planned— 
not in the sense that they each have a specific program, 
but rather that the artist is alert to the mental and 
physical conditions necessary for them to emerge. 
Meaning and comprehension lie deep within his images, 
not near the surface.

He has spoken about the formative lesson he learnt 
in the 1940s, which can be encapsulated by Sidney 
Nolan’s epitet, ‘let it fall’.7 A way of making pictures that 
leaves a lot to chance, it has also been described by 
Whisson as follows:

PAINTING. of course what is necessary is stabs in 
the dark, mis-hit paintings, paintings that explore 
specific aspects, that go part way toward the 
painting that one will do in three, six, nine months 
time. But MIS-HIT PAINTINGS HAVE THEIR oWN 
PSyCHIC CHARGE, THAT ARE doNE JUST AS If 
THEy WERE fINAL STATEMENTS. 8
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Whisson has been painting for so long, and at such a 
level of concentration, that perhaps it is impossible to 
be intuitive; that is if it ever was, or is, possible.9 He uses 
instinct and, flowing from this, chance, as a technique 
that he has learnt to control, or to keep himself in an 
‘intuitive state’.10 In the incredibly dense notebook that 
he produced between 1972 and 1996, with its mix of 
political comment, observations, quotes and dreams, he 
noted a conversation on radio with the Italian composer 
Luca Cori: ‘Question—do you use chance in your music? 
“from time to time (a volte) when I’m writing I use 
chance, but that means that it isn’t chance.” ’11

Though not predisposed to elucidating the meanings 
to be found in his art, Whisson offers a hint in the 
statement: ‘new values and truths seem to me to 
be found only along one or other of the dialectical 
snowlines: smoke/water; fire/earth; form/meaning; 
image/language.’12 These can be used as signposts in 
coming to a greater understanding of Whisson’s work, 
which through its universality is deeply personal, 
and vice-versa. flicking back and forth across the 
snowlines are the dichotomies at the heart of his 
practice. And they’re everywhere. It is where his work 
‘splits’, and it is easy enough to add in our own paths 
and lines: Australia/Italy, insider/outsider, line/shape, 
rational/irrational. He maintains that his favourite 
theorists, Herbert Marcuse and John Berger, ‘are 
good writers on art because they can see the world in 
dialectical terms’.13 Marcuse (via Hegel) suggests that 
the truth comes from synthesising contradictions, and 
Berger (via Marx) proposes that change occurs as a 
result of opposing forces. Such things begin to reveal 
themselves in Whisson’s paintings only with steady  
and dutiful observation.

Again and again collectors of Whisson’s works 
have remarked on the way a particular image seems 

to get better the longer they live with it, as it changes 
and morphes along with their inner lives. Whisson’s 
paintings are truly time-based, not in terms of 
cinematic time but rather human time. The pictures 
change as relationships change, as spaces change,  
as people are lost to one another. Whisson’s art ‘makes 
me feel alive, like I’m living in the twenty-first century’, 
one enthusiast has observed.14 And another: ‘When  
he paints, I believe him’.15

It would be rare to find another artist who has 
sustained their work at such a consistently high 
level over a long career. Therefore this particular 
understanding of time becomes an important 
consideration, prompting us to think about Whisson’s 
art in the light of how long he has been working and 
the social shifts he has witnessed. He began painting 
during a dramatic period of human history, near the 
end of the Second World War. The Holocaust, the 
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Cold War, the 
threat of nuclear annihilation, the end of Communism, 
the domination of global capitalism, the collapse of 
colonisation and the European hegemony, 9/11, and 
the war on terror form the backdrop against which his 
work has taken place: ‘my paintings have a much better 
memory than I do for the things I’ve seen ... a much 
clearer memory, they seem to remember a lot of things 
that I don’t remember.’16

despite appearances Whisson is fundamentally a 
political artist: ‘I have no doubt whatever … that art is 
political, but perhaps it’s political of its very nature, 
without any need to be self-consciously political.’17 A 
self-described leftist (anarchist or communist), he has 
generally avoided party politics and finds proscription 
in art problematic. As such, his political life has become 
implicit rather than overt in his image-making, a kind 
of clandestine ideological framework for his pictures. 

Left to right
Ken Whisson c. 1944 
photographer unknown

Portrait of Pauline McCarthy  1944
oil on paper
36.5 x 26.7 cm (sight)
Private collection, Melbourne

Stella dilger
Untitled  c. 1950
oil on composition board
55 x 68 cm
Private collection, Melbourne
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Not deliberately veiled, but rather seeping out almost 
subliminally. A title here, a flag or banner (or fighter 
plane) there might offer clues, though Whisson does 
not rely on the comforts of narrative and illusionism, 
preferring instead to offer us other descriptions of the 
world.18 do we really know what Whisson thinks and 
believes by looking at his pictures? 

to me political art should be the very best art if 
it’s going to fully succeed politically, it must fully 
succeed on every other level and it’s so so rare, so 
rare as to suggest that perhaps it isn’t possible, and 
that art is a different kind of politics, that art’s effect 
on the world and society is rather a different one to 
direct political action.19 

Gumtrees and grassroots
Ken Whisson was born in 1927 in Lilydale, outside 
Melbourne, to a tight-knit family, the eldest son 
of Ronald and Elsie. The family owned a milk bar 
and fruit shop. Lilydale still had a recognisable 
social hierarchy and class structure in that period, 
a hangover from earlier times and in some ways 
inevitable due to the continuing presence of local 
pastoralists and landed gentry. It was a social 
arrangement by then much less relevant to those 
who lived in the city. When the Great depression 
hit and the community was rallying, the Whissons 
allowed the neighbourhood lawyer, a communist, to 
spruik from the front verandah of the shop so as to 
avoid arrest for holding a ‘street meeting’.20 Though 
not a signed-up member of the Australian Communist 
Party—there was no Lilydale branch—Ron considered 
himself a communist. He was anti-war and instilled in 
his three sons a readiness to matters of politics, along 
with a strong social conscience. The political was part 
of the everyday.

The Whisson women were by all accounts 
formidable and it seems likely that Ken’s youngest 
aunt, Stella dilger, an untrained but talented and 
imaginative painter, provided the budding artist some 
encouragement. Whisson liked to draw, and started 
studying fine art at Swinburne Technical College in 
1944, but as luck had it a portrait he painted of cousin 
Pauline McCarthy (both artist and sitter then aged 16 
or 17) was spotted by Russian émigré painter danila 
Vassilieff at the McCarthys’ flat in fitzroy. A friend and 
regular visitor to Pauline and husband Jack, Vassilieff 
was also an intimate of John and Sunday Reed and the 
Heide circle of artists, writers and intellectuals in the 
1940s. His fresh, direct way of working was admired 
and emulated by the likes of Sidney Nolan, Albert 
Tucker, Joy Hester, Arthur Boyd and John Perceval in  
the nascent periods of their careers.

Vassilieff invited Whisson to study at the Koornong 
School at Warrandyte, a progressive alternative school 
opened by Clive and Janet Nield in 1939. Vassilieff 
taught art and lived nearby in an eccentric, rough-
hewn stone house that he had built himself, dubbed 
‘Stonygrad’. He was a man of contradictions according 
to Whisson: sensitive but passionate, and a generous 
teacher. The early lessons from Vassilieff remain firm 
in Whisson’s mind: principally to work intuitively and 
immediately, from the left to the right of the picture, 
and then to ‘put it to the wall’.21 James Mollison recalls 
seeing a Whisson painting in progress in the 1960s: a 
small section was resolved and complete and the rest 
of the picture white and blank—as if the artist was 
writing—clearly a legacy of that method.22 Vassilieff 
‘found the world in himself’, though according to Robert 
Hughes, ‘only through a donne-like sense of identity 
with other men’,23 so perhaps above all Whisson saw in 
the older artist a kindred spirit, someone with a similar 
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Left 
Albert Tucker
Sidney Nolan and Joy Hester  
in Nolan’s Studio  1945
gelatin silver photograph
24.7 x 36.7 cm
Heide Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne
Gift of Barbara Tucker 2001

Albert Tucker
Danila Vassilieff  c. 1941
gelatin silver photograph
26.5 x 34.4 cm
Heide Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne
Gift of Barbara Tucker 2001

Opposite 
Sidney Nolan
Rimbaud Royalty  1942
enamel on composition board
69 x 89.4 cm
Heide Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne
Bequest of John and Sunday Reed 1982 
© Sidney Nolan Trust

Sidney Nolan
Dimboola  1942
enamel on cardboard
62 x 74.7 cm
Heide Museum of Modern Art, Melbourne
Bequest of John and Sunday Reed 1982 
© Sidney Nolan Trust
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feel for adventure, a lack of self-pity and a driving,  
inner necessity to make pictures.

It has been said that the best teachers are other 
people’s studios, and Whisson certainly found a 
foundational catalogue of motifs and approaches 
via the work of the Melbourne painters he came to 
know through Vassilieff and the McCarthys. Particular 
images crept into his subconscious, shapes and 
profiles and pictorial explanations that he returns 
to even now. 

Sidney Nolan’s work was, visually at least, an 
important introduction. Whisson and fellow Koornong 
student Jane King paid a visit to his Parkville lodgings 
in 1945. Nolan had deserted the army and was living 
in a friend’s loft under a pseudonym, where his now 
acclaimed paintings of St Kilda and the Wimmera 
district were propped and hanging in the studio. These 
paintings were remarkable at the time for their formal 
innovations and synthesis of Australian antecedents 
with the stratagems of international art movements, 
Surrealism and Cubism among the most recognisable. 
Nolan also had an interest in so-called naïve art. He 
had recently rejected conventional perspective and 
begun tilting the horizontal surfaces in his pictures to 
a vertical position. The play with the picture plane and 
perspective in Whisson’s mature work may well have 
had its genesis in his observations of Nolan’s, but also 
Tucker, Boyd and Perceval’s self-consciously modern 
picture construction. All were working predominantly 
on masonite at this time; the particular resistance that 
comes from pressing paint onto its hard surface and its 
capacity to reveal the artist’s gestures seemed to suit 
their intentions. They each honed their ability to move 
between abstract modes and narrative, as the picture 
demanded, and developed a way of juxtaposing random 

mental imagery. A very particular way of stylising and 
summarising forms and shapes, sometimes graphically, 
connect Whisson to early Nolan particularly.

Nolan, along with Jack McCarthy and Albert Tucker, 
also fed Whisson’s appetite for knowledge, suggesting 
books to read across the genres within the modernist 
canon by Albert Camus, federico Garcia Lorca, Louis-
ferdinand Celine, James Joyce, Jean-Paul Sartre, 
William faulkner and T S Eliot among others.24

Though not formally art educated, Tucker was 
equipped with a sharp intellect and enthusiasm for 
new ideas. He had interests in Art Brut, children’s art 
and the haptic, Jungian psychology and supernatural 
activities: the occult, poltergeists and the ‘fantastic’. 
After suffering a crisis in his personal life in 1947 
Tucker, in Whisson’s words, ‘galvanised’. It was clear 
and dramatic, so much so that Whisson gained a great 
deal from seeing and experiencing such a thing. He 
also appreciated a particular kindness the older artist 
offered, in comradeship, early in his career. When 
asked by a mutual friend if he was selling any pictures, 
Whisson answered ‘no, nothing’. The friend’s guffaws 
were quelled by Tucker’s stern and apposite response: 
‘That’s a very honourable condition’.25

While he can be said to have emerged out of the so-
called Melbourne expressionist school, and has been 
described as an ‘expressionist romantic’ (he doesn’t 
especially object to the phrase),26 Whisson makes the 
important point that he came onto the Melbourne art 
scene at the time of its breaking up. The artists were 
losing their charge, or in the case of Nolan, Hester and 
Tucker, leaving to live interstate or overseas. The end of 
the war brought despair and diaspora: ‘it was clear we 
weren’t going to have a world fit for heroes to live in as 
we’d been promised’.27
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interior life
In 1954–56 Whisson himself travelled abroad to 
Europe, making the first of two extended trips overseas. 
The first of these saw a much anticipated introduction 
to some of the great museums of the old World. The 
second was an epic journey in the late 1960s from 
the UK through North Africa, Europe, the Middle East, 
Asia and northern Australia, which seemed to at least 
temporarily exhaust his peripatetic tendencies. Both 
trips coincided with important world events: the 1956 
Hungarian revolution and subsequent Soviet attack 
on Budapest, and the wake of the May 1968 protests 
in france. ‘I wanted to be in Europe when the rebirth of 
politics was well underway’.28

While these great upheavals were to impact 
acutely on Whisson’s consciousness, and give him 
direct contact with the realities of life, this is not 
apparent in a visual sense in the pictures created 
at the time. Possibly it was more a process of 
sharpening perspective, as the images from these 
periods are scarce but important touchstones in his 
ongoing practice and the development of his personal 
iconography. for example, a series of drawings made 
in Morocco helped establish a number of vital and 
enduring motifs, images of boats along with other 
emblems of travel such as cars, planes and airports, 
that would appear in his later work with great 
regularity.29 And between the two journeys, a number 
of pictures focused on departure—the railway station 
pictures—heralding a theme of enduring interest 
to the artist, a grand theme perhaps, that tells of a 
restlessness in his life and work.

Paradoxically Whisson has never strayed far from 
the modes and subjects that could be considered the 
cornerstones of Western art—paintings and drawings 
of landscapes, still lifes, figures and portraits—though 

he could hardly be called orthodox in his deployment  
of any of them.30

Whisson may never have set out to be obtuse or 
difficult, but his early work positioned him as at odds 
with conventional and popular approaches to picture 
making. There could be a nod to Social Realism in his 
Sugar Workers’ Mess (c. 1960), for instance, as there 
might be in the prosaic Man and Cow (c. 1958, perhaps 
a portrait of his father), but no such agenda is evident 
in the contemporaneous and closely related Cafe (1960) 
or Night Life (c. 1960). Indeed the latter, along with 
Sugar Mill Workers (1965) marks the commencement 
of his formal manipulation of figure and ground, and a 
play between distortion and clarity, and simplification 
and detail.

These might not be as sophisticated as the works 
of the following decade and beyond, when the alliance 
of such dichotomies becomes practised and deft, 
but these pictures contain an in-built irritant to 
any attempt to grasp a narrative, provoking deeper 
contemplation. At a time when Australian artists were 
split between the two distinct camps of figuration and 
abstraction, for Whisson the dialectic seemed instead 
to unlock a capacity to move phantom-like between 
the two (akin to the smoky, amorphous nature of his 
drawing) as the need arose, within the one picture or 
from one work to the next. A painting of 1967, Vegetative 
Man, seems to confront this very dichotomy. Here we 
find a figure contemplating a multi-coloured geometric 
shape that could be read as an abstract Colourfield 
painting, typical of the prevailing style. 

Whisson also commenced a sequence of abstracted 
landscape paintings in the 1960s, each working with 
a different problem and taking cues from the artist’s 
voracious reading. Bathers Early Morning/Nagg and 
Nell (1962), with its reference to Samuel Beckett, and 
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the later Return Again the Brittle Winter (1970), which 
took its impetus from a remembered line in Keith 
Smith’s poem ‘A Boy’s Past’ (1964), switch effortlessly 
between abstraction and observed reality, and between 
illusion and reason, giving poetic life to what Keith 
Looby calls ‘the world of shape experience’. Teamed 
with a propensity to keep the personal obscured in his 
pictures, ‘the images float as the unresolved images of 
a community psyche’.31 

for a time the theme of interior life appears in 
his paintings, most pointedly through the subject of 
a discontented couple in a room; for example, Two 
Women in Motion (1962) and Two Children (1965–66). 
The people in these works could be dancing, arguing 
or moving away from each other. What is apparent is 
Whisson’s ability to radically re-articulate the body. 
The figures look as if they have been dismembered then 
reconstructed using his own spatial logic. They employ 
a kind of Cubism—the term ‘liquid Cubism’32 springs 
to mind, one that is inherently physical, constructed 
at the point the brush touches board33 with ‘the tip 
of his brush like the tip of the story teller’s tongue’.34 
His painterly manipulations are sometimes violent 

as well; note the formal surgery visited upon the face 
of the person looking out in Yellow Room (1962). Inner 
thoughts are here manifest in outward appearances. 

This violence and disjuncture between what we 
see and what we feel creates these pictures’ energy. 
Whisson has remarked, ‘It’s very hard to put figures into 
a painting at all unless there’s an erotic relationship 
between them … Unless it’s an erotic relationship it 
becomes banal’.35 The distance between the two people 
is an intense psychological space. If ever there might 
be a key to the personal in Whisson’s imagery, such 
paintings seem a likely place to look. When Barbara 
Blackman asked in her 1984 interview with the artist 
if they were autobiographic, Whisson initially replied 
in the negative. But when pressed to consider that 
the theme might hark back to his observations in 
childhood, he submitted: ‘I have an idea of marriage 
as mostly fighting seeing it from outside.’ He recalled 
his aunt Hilda having ‘splendid’ arguments with 
her husband, though clarified that they were never 
personal, always about politics and without malice. 
‘My own fighting later on is rather enjoyable fighting 
I suppose. It always ended in a good fuck.’36 

Opposite
Sugar Workers’ Mess  c. 1960 
oil on composition board 
44.2 x 64.1 cm 
National Gallery of  
Australia, Canberra 
Purchased 1997

Sugar Mill Workers  1965 
oil on composition board 
63 x 92 cm 
Private collection, Melbourne

Yellow Room  1962 
oil on composition board 
58.7 x 91.5 cm 
Heide Museum of Modern  
Art, Melbourne 
Gift of douglas Carnegie 1987 
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idiot Wind
In the period spanning his return to Australia in 1970 
and his relocation to Italy seven years later, Whisson 
created a body of work that many view as a high point 
in his career. It marked the beginning of his success 
and recognition as an artist, and perhaps this gave 
him a confidence that sustained the high quality of 
the work he produced.

A number of elements seemed to come together in 
the 1970s, giving the works of this period a remarkable 
consistency: a ‘let it fall’ approach to love, life and art; 
the maturation of Whisson’s concern with shape-
making as an expression of ideas; and the sometimes 
uneasy conjugation of sociology, existentialism and 
phenomenology that has since come to distinguish 
his exceptional oeuvre. 

Whisson’s return to Melbourne saw him reside in 
a sequence of inner-city accommodations: in Elgin 
Street then Nicholson Street in intellectual–bohemian 
Carlton, followed by the grittier St Kilda: ‘a splendid 
part of the world. It’s everything, tasty, nasty, it’s got 
the lot’.37

The Carlton milieu provided grist to the mill for the 
artist. He came straight back into the anti-Vietnam 
War movement, and fell in with a group of like-minded 
young men who decided to read together Marx’s Das 
Kapital. ‘We did not get very far, about three chapters, 
but did read and discuss Value, Price and Profit, which, 
according to Marx himself, is the ideal introduction 
to his political economic theories’.38 This was a time 
of thinking and doing, of what Whisson describes as 
‘donkey work’ leading to a more sustained, fast, ‘easy’ 
campaign: ‘just labour, just trying to do the hardest 
things I could think of to do, the most unlikely things, 
starting in the most unlikely way … doing things that 
I haven’t done before or painting subjects that would 

seem to be ridiculous subjects for me or for painting … 
something either comes out of it or not.’39

over his lifetime Whisson has painted the landscape 
around him, but mostly after the fact. He was regularly 
on the move from the late 1940s onwards, but it would 
take months or years for a landscape remembered 
to appear in his paintings. It is only after he settled 
in St Kilda that the landscape experienced started to 
materialise contemporaneously in his work. And this 
particular landscape is one that has lingered, with its 
deep boats, blue skies, occasional cloud, cars, light 
poles, and the simple tripartite drama of the bands of 
shore, sea and sky. The motifs, symbols and designs 
in these works are a signpost into the future direction 
his work would take: ‘Time present and time past / 
Are both perhaps present in time future / And time 
future contained in time past.’40 Whisson’s most recent 
exhibition at the time of writing, in 2011 at Watters 
Gallery, Sydney, included a number of works that 
seemed to look back to this period, such as Breasts, 
Beard, Boats and Fantasm (2007–11), Bright Day with 
Bodies and Boats (2010) and the painting Group Photo 
with Big Bottle and Green Boat (2010), with its group of 
figures against a picturesque shoreline.

An exemplar of the St Kilda paintings is 
Disembarkation at Cythera (Idiot Wind) (1975). It is 
directly linked to Antoine Watteau’s Embarkation 
for Cythera (1717), in which travellers board a boat 
for Cythera, in Greek mythology the birthplace of 
Aphrodite, the goddess of love. Surely this is in some 
way linked in Whisson’s painting to the seedy, earthy 
grunge of St Kilda, then in decadent decline full of 
late-night bars, prostitution and gritty glamour? A 
siren’s song for night owls and the drugged-up relics of 
the abandoned hippy movement morphing into rehab 
or bohemianism? This was a milieu in which Whisson 

Jean-Antoine Watteau
Embarkation for Cythera  1717
oil on canvas
129 x 194 cm
Louvre Museum, Paris
© RMN-GP (Musée du Louvre) / Gérard Blot



21

remained, as always, on the fringes of, separate and 
apart. But the suburb as wrack and ruin is an important 
motif in the St Kilda works. With its mix of ideas and 
iconography Whisson’s painting is layered like the 
ancient archeological and mythological strata of the 
island of Cythera itself. This is why Disembarkation 
acts as an anchor in the sea of works that Whisson 
produced during this time. Water, vehicles, the coming 

and going, these are the things that such images are 
concerned with, metaphorically and visually. Melbourne 
as port town, destination and departure point, 
backwards and forwards, in and out like the tides. 
The imagery itself also indulges in a pendulum swing 
from one period to another. A series of paintings of 
cars, notably the post-cubist Domestic Machine (1974) 
and View From My Window, St Kilda (1974), depict 

Disembarkation at Cythera  
(Idiot Wind)  1975 
oil on composition board 
82 x 112 cm 
National Gallery of  
Australia, Canberra 
Purchased 1976 
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old-fashioned automobiles that look like late T-Model 
fords, images perhaps from Whisson’s childhood.41

Is the viewing of St Kilda through the lens of high 
Rococo french painting as nonsensical as it first 
appears? Whisson’s works of this time do convey 
some spirit of the Rococo, with their florid, malleable 
treatment of the figure, not overwrought or decorative 
but somehow fecund and sexual. Watteau’s picture, 
which came to symbolise the debauchery of the french 
monarchy and for a time was used by art students for 
target practice, would surely have appealed to Whisson, 
whose own interest in sociology is such an integral part 
of his art making. When you compare the two pictures it 
seems that Whisson has taken the scarcest of elements 
from a painting of the past, seen years before, then 
set out to make his own unique copy dredged up from 
the recesses of memory. on the right of the Whisson 
appears a statue, as there is in the Watteau. The 
two figures depicted are completely new, however, 
as if Watteau’s crowds have been condensed into a 
weird, fleshy amalgam. A chain of plasma-like forms 
on the lower right could be some misremembered 
version of the cupids in the upper left of the earlier 
composition, as could the strange green ‘lightning 
bolt’ shape that roughly follows the shore contours 
in Watteau’s composition.

When speaking of Disembarkation at Cythera, 
Whisson directly linked it to Watteau’s painting in 
both formal and social ways:

[there are] people going down a marvellous staircase 
with absolutely wonderful ethereal columns to a 
splendid boat with an idea obviously that it’s going 
to take them to some place which is even more 
beautiful and splendid. And my people are getting off 
the boat—they are more like Italian migrants getting 
off the boat at Port Melbourne—coming from a 

splendid beautiful place to awful Melbourne, to an 
industrial place, a place without Italy’s traditions 
and history to cushion the twentieth century … It’s 
like Disembarkation … in the twentieth century.42

It is important to consider, too, the subtitle of the 
work. Whisson has said that his titles have ‘more to do 
with politics—sometimes I give them political titles 
when the painting doesn’t have a great deal to do 
with politics, and sometimes there will be some germ 
of a political idea in the painting and the title will be 
an extension of that idea’.43 As such the titles, which 
always come after the painting, have an important 
way of placing the work in the ‘real world’.

for Disembarkation at Cythera, the subtitle ‘Idiot 
Wind’ references a track from Bob dylan’s 1975 album 
Blood on the Tracks. dylan, like Whisson, is endlessly 
mercurial yet without straying too far from the core 
history and themes of popular song. ‘That was a song 
I wanted to make as a painting,’ dylan has said of 
‘Idiot Wind’: ‘A lot of people thought that song, that 
album Blood on the Tracks, pertained to me. Because 
it seemed to at the time. It didn’t pertain to me. It was 
just a concept of putting in images that defy time—
yesterday, today, and tomorrow.’44

The song has a plaintive aggression to it—at his best 
dylan is full of this scornful tone—and although the album 
could be read as biographical this is a charge that he 
has always denied, instead comparing his songs to the 
short stories of Chekov. Within dylan’s approach we find 
the allegorical. Whisson, too, has the habit of grounding 
his work in personal circumstance, and memory, then 
obscuring it within the imaginings and concerns of the 
broader world: ‘in the personal events which reappear 
in the individual memory, the fears and aspirations of 
mankind assert themselves—the universal in the 
particular. It is history which memory preserves.’45
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perugia 
In 1977 Whisson relocated permanently to Italy. If the 
particular reason leading to this decision is elusive 
now, he feels the reason for staying there has to do with 
the need for some degree of distance from Australia 
as the New World, the modern industrialised world, 
together with a desire for the perspective that comes 
from ‘living outside’.46 Italy provided a base from which 
to explore the rest of Europe, and there are few artists 

who would be as familiar with its great collections 
and museums. of equal interest was the life possible 
there, and his love of ‘a particularly Italian talent: the 
capacity to relate to strangers.’47

The move may have something to do with the 
artist’s romantic and quixotic side, part of the 
complex ‘Whisson logic’, as Ray Hughes calls it.48 
It certainly registers with his long-held mantra of 
‘following the gleam’:

Ken Whisson, Perugia  c. 1990
Photograph: Clare Breitner

Bill Nuttall and Ken Whisson, Perugia  1996
Photograph: Tilly Nuttall
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Launch your vessel,
And crowd your canvas,
And, ere it vanishes
over the margin, 
After it, follow it,
follow The Gleam49

It can also be seen as a kind of self-imposed exile 
or isolation from the Australian art world, while being 
an acceptance of his vocation at the same time. He 
left when he was starting to achieve real success as 
an artist in Australia, not just through sales but also 
through increasing acknowledgement from younger 
artists who saw his work as a precursor to their 
own painting.50 ‘I could easily become addicted to 
it—Perugia that is, and the kind of life one can lead 
here’, he said in 1979.51 Perhaps even more pertinent 
though, Italy offered ‘a real experience, so different 
to Australia at that time’.52

The first major indication of the difference 
between the paintings of Australia and those of Italy 
can be found in the shift in Whisson’s materials.53 In 
Melbourne he used composition board, and in Perugia 
canvas, a change that seems at least in part to be a 
practical one:  canvas could be rolled and sent back 
to his gallerists in Australia.

When painting on board the paint never permeates 
the surface but instead seems to sit up on it. The 
painting can be constructed in a far more visceral way, 
or at least, in Whisson’s case, in a way that ‘bonds’ the 
individual elements across the surface of the painting. 
This is perhaps best understood by looking at earlier 
paintings where there is a clear distinction between the 
ground, usually a house paint, and the forms lying upon 
it.54 In Verbs (1975) the painting is complete by using 
the virtues of its incompleteness. The ground is given 
equal billing with the painted forms, highlighting that 

both are ‘made’ from paint. It is a strategy also deployed 
in the masterful Motor Car (1973) and another untitled 
car painting from the same year. Works like these are 
fascinating for the way they reveal the slab-like process 
of ‘making’ a picture. from it Whisson extrapolated 
outwards into the denser constructions of the 1970s 
such as Bull in Landscape (c. 1973). Now the ground is 
covered by a thick, quick blast of oil paint swiped on 
with a large brush. The method of painting is integral 
to the materialisation of the image, while the size 
and shape of the brush is important in constructing a 
faceted, densely painted surface where light, and its 
play against the blue of the sky, is incorporated into 
the formality of the picture.55

Many of these formal concerns built up over the 
past twenty years had to be remade, reconsidered or 
discarded when Whisson switched to canvas. This was 
an important, pivotal shift in the work, such that it is 
possible to think of Whisson’s career as split between 
pre- and post-Perugia. 

This change is clearly visible in a series known as 
the flag paintings. The works are a bridge between the 
images of the 1970s, and the later linear landscapes 
from the early 1980s into the present, in which the 
high horizon line used in Australia gives way to a 
multi-perspectival treatment of space, often without 
a vanishing point, and a constant and energetic push–
pull of foreground and background. Sometimes the 
four edges of the canvas are the only orienting device 
and, on occasion, the dispersal of pictorial elements 
is such that in Flag for My Bright but Terrible Childhood 
(1979), for instance, it is difficult to work out which 
way is ‘up’. These later paintings see the solid blocks 
of colour typical of his earlier work starting to dissipate 
into concentrated patches of line and plasma-like 
triangular forms. They also uncover a radical new 
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reinvention of the figure, whereby a coded series of 
shapes and stripes that loosely correspond to the face 
becomes part of other constructions. or personages 
might be formed entirely from coloured blocks and 
folds. These can be seen in the right-hand side of Flag 
for David Ireland No. 2 (1979–80) and a ‘column-with-
bonnet’ on the right of Flag for the City of Sydney (1978).56 

The flag paintings are, perhaps, as alluded to in 
their titles, as directly political as anything Whisson 
has painted. Flags for the Red Brigade and the Hudson 
Institute (1978), for example, brings together two 
organisations that ‘think the unthinkable’: the Hudson 
Institute with its atomic annihilation scenarios leading 
to eventual ‘mutually assured destruction’ (MAd), and 

the Red Brigade terrorist group, who had made the 
unthinkable a reality by pursuing a radical violent 
political trajectory that culminated in the kidnapping 
and murder of former Italian prime minster Aldo 
Moro in 1978. 

This particular and specific mention of Italian 
politics provides us with another clue to Whisson’s 
decision to make his base in Italy. He had moved there 
in the years of Lead (Anni di Piombo), a tumultuous 
period that saw forces from the right and left of politics 
clashing, often aided by sinister foreign agents and 
even occult forces. Whisson, with an interest in both the 
external world and philosophy, would have been drawn 
to this mix of passion and belief, tempered with a 
sometimes surreal, high-stakes, life–and–death game. 

He was attracted to politics made real, an important 
component of human life rather than something 
considered entirely distinct from life, as in Australia, 
where it seems to exist ‘over there’ rather than in 
any sort of internal personal form. Its appeal was 
undoubtedly anchored in his memory of the social 
awareness and responsibility that his father and his 
comrades had developed in Lilydale; a living, breathing 
sense of the body politic.

Why paint animals?
In his essay ‘Why Look at Animals?’ (1980),57 John 
Berger, perhaps the most consistent and central figure 
in Whisson’s personal pantheon of twentieth-century 
writers and thinkers, puts forward a history of relations 
between animals and humans since industrialisation. 
The breakdown of their dual existence is exemplified 
by three things: ‘Zoos, realistic animal toys and the 
widespread commercial diffusion of animal imagery, 
[which] all began as animals started to be withdrawn 
from daily life.’58

Bull in Landscape  c. 1973 
oil on composition board 
87 x 110.5 cm 
Private collection, Sydney

Verbs  1975 
oil on composition board 
80.5 x 106 cm 
Hassall Collection, Sydney

Flag for My Bright but 
Terrible Childhood  1979 
oil on canvas 
110 x 90 cm 
Hassall Collection, Sydney
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Animals and their depiction are a constant in 
Whisson’s painting. from works such as The Outback 
(1956–57) and Earth and Bitumen (1966) we can 
ascertain a certain trajectory in Whisson’s art that 
sees imagery sliding backwards and forwards in 
time.  Such images relate to the past, but their 
relationship to history is mirage-like—these are 
the elemental motifs he is still painting, albeit in a 
transformed state.

Whisson’s images of rural and agricultural life 
are made in full recognition of the relatively recent 
and irrevocable change in the Western world’s social 
structure and economic organisation: the shift 
from agrarianism to industrialisation. The demise 
of the yeoman farmer was at the heart of the rising 
socialist movement in England, france and the 
United States in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. As a child and young man growing up in 
the outskirts of Melbourne, Whisson witnessed the 
huge social disjuncture between agricultural and 
industrial society, and indeed he was raised amidst the 
agitations of rural Communism. According to Berger, 

The marginalisation of animals is today being 
followed by the marginalisation and disposal of the 
only class who, throughout history, has remained 
familiar with animals and maintained the wisdom 
which accompanies that familiarity: the middle 
and small peasant. The basis of this wisdom is an 
acceptance of the dualism at the very origin of the 
relation between man and animal. The rejection 
of this dualism is probably an important factor in 
opening the way to modern totalitarianism.59

The dualism of which Berger speaks is one that 
Whisson understands; it’s in his history. It manifests 
itself in the constant use of animals within his pictures, 
for the most part domesticated animals and the 

companions: cows and horses, cats and dogs.  
He has returned again and again to the imagery of 
 this menagerie and he accepts, and understands,  
the dualism explicit in the relationship between man 
and animal: ‘they are both like and unlike’.60 Rarely, if 
ever, do we see anything more exotic.

Whisson’s work is concerned with agriculture 
as subject but also taps into deeper, almost primal 
relationships between animals and humans, and 
animals and animals, employing this metaphorically. It 
is extremely prescient, and testament to the clarity of 
Whisson’s imagery from a very early point, that Robert 
Hughes described his paintings in 1962 as ‘images of 
fright and noise and dog-like sex.’61 

But mostly air…
Along with domestic animals Whisson has always 
painted birds, and planes too, and they could be 
related. Excepting fowl for the farmyard, Whisson’s 
birds are generic: though not recognisable as any 
particular species, they fly and they fall. Their direction 
could be determined by the way the painting moves 
as it is made—they are upside-down, right way up, 
sometimes flying, other times on the ground. His 
depiction of birds goes beyond the symbolic and into 
the formal—they affect the way we look at a painting 
spatially. We expect them to be in a certain space or 
dealt with in a certain way. When they are not, the 
whole atmosphere of the painting changes.62

They also relate to the idea of escape, being freed 
from the earth, weightless. The fascination with flight is 
something that Whisson has in common with romantic 
artist and poet William Blake, whom he quotes in his 
notebook: ‘How can we know but that each bird which 
cuts the airy waste / Is an immense world of delight, 
bounded by our senses five?’63 
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And What Should I Do  
in Illyria?  1974 
oil on composition board 
82 x 107.5 cm 
Gascoigne Collection, Canberra
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This is an element of Whisson’s work that has 
appealed to other artists: all that space, all that light 
and air. In 1974 artist Rosalie Gascoigne purchased 
Whisson’s And What Should I Do in Illyria? After owning 
the painting for only a few weeks, Gascoigne said: 
‘I wrote a short note to him [Whisson]: “It NEVER 
goes to sleep”. Rather like a cocky in a cage that you 
eventually put a blanket over.’64 This work had an effect 
on Gascoigne’s work akin to the opening up of air and 
light. It is arguable that a painting like this, one that she 
kept close as she was working, led to breakthroughs 
in her later works like Monaro (1989) and But Mostly 
Air … (1994–95). The high regard with which she held 
Whisson’s art, and vice versa, led to her writing a piece 
on Whisson for his first survey exhibition at RMIT, 
Melbourne, in 1978.65

Whisson’s work should also be considered in relation 
to the circle of painters that had clustered around 
Ray Hughes Gallery in Brisbane in the 1970s, notably 
William Robinson and davida Allen. There is a sense 
that Whisson’s painting provided a way forward for 
them as artists. Robinson’s ‘farmyard’ paintings have 
a slightly explosive placement of forms, a disregard 
for perspective as well as similar subject matter to 

Whisson’s. In the same period davida Allen’s radical 
articulation of the figure, and again rural subjects, find 
a commonality with Whisson’s images. They share an 
interest in the idea of levitation, of things becoming 
detached from gravity. Both Robinson and Allen, and 
others in this milieu such as Keith Looby, could not help 
but be impressed by Whisson’s sheer painterly energy 
and single-mindedness.66

In 1983 Whisson sent two postcards to daniel 
Thomas, then working at the National Gallery of 
Australia, both with very telling images on the front. one 
depicts the fairy penguins at Phillip Island. A flightless 
species, the penguin is like/unlike a bird. It cannot fly, 
it swims; on land it is ungainly and slow moving. The 
second card shows frankston Mall, but from the air. 
The image is bland, anonymous, it could be any mall 
anywhere. What is immediately striking about it is that 
it represents the very same aerial perspective that 
Whisson uses in his paintings. This is a view that he has 
utilised to great effect; not the view from above looking 
directly down with the landscape as an abstraction, but 
rather one that might be seen from a train on a raised 
embankment or ‘riding the suspension of a big car’.67  
A viewpoint attuned to human scale and experience. 
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daniel Thomas, after being reminded of the 
postcards, remarked that while you have to look hard 
for that dreariness in Melbourne, the new aspects of 
industrialised Italy are in fact the dreariest landscapes 
in Europe.68 The landscapes in Italy are cultivated; 
they are the product of long and sustained human 
intervention as a function of civilisation. yet while 
Whisson’s Melbourne pictures often have ominous 
or richly coloured skies as their hallmark, the Italian 
paintings are lighter, not ‘filled in’ in the same way. 
Imbued, one suspects, not just with the shimmering 
quality of the light on the Umbrian hills, but with the 
feeling that the artist has set himself free.

Perhaps, then, Whisson’s sense of elevation is a 
spiritual and a human one, of the soul and spirit, 
bringing us up out of dreariness to find something 
exciting and compelling about the world around us; the 
poetry and the celebration of lives being lived 
passionately. 69

The Fantastic
Books, either closed or opened, have been pictured 
with some regularity by Whisson since the 1980s, as 
a reference to his love of literature and signifying the 
important ideas contained therein. 

Accompanying this is Whisson’s fascination with a 
particular strain of the fantastic. one of his favourite 
stories is Herman Melville’s The Lightning-Rod Man 
(1854). Melville tells the unlikely tale of a lightning-
conductor salesman who comes to a house late at night 
in the middle of a storm. otherworldly, the salesman 
has something of the snake charmer about him. He 
speaks in pronouncements about the power of the 
natural world and how his goods, the lightning rods,  
will protect the home-owner from certain destruction 
by natural forces. 

Although Whisson has not drawn directly from the 
book it is one he has mentioned—to his art dealers Ray 
Hughes and Geoffrey Legge—and it must be said the 
salesman has a touch of the art dealer about him. It has 
a similar wonderment to Melville’s great, ramshackle 
Moby Dick (1851), where the narrative picks up bits and 
pieces as it moves along in an eccentric path.

Whisson has, however, made a series of paintings 
based on the biblical fable of Tobias and the Angel. It 
has a type of magic typically enjoyed by the artist:

The story is more like a fairy tale than a biblical 
story. It’s about a man who has a dream. The dream 
begins with him going into strange lands and making 
his fortune and he tells his father about it, and his 
father tells him he can’t go alone into so far distant 
lands. He knows just what land he wants to go to, or 
where the dream has told him he has to go. And an 
angel appears, it appears to the father as a person 
who will accompany him. Tobias realises that it is 
[an] angel but to the father it appears as a person 
who will accompany Tobias on his trip … Tobias and 

Tobias and the Angel III  1975 
also known as Travellers 
oil on composition board 
82.7 x 104.1 cm 
Private collection, Melbourne

Ken Whisson,  
letter to daniel Thomas,  
Phillip Island, 12 June 1983
National Gallery of Australia, 
Canberra
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the angel set off, and on the way a fish leaps out of 
the water into Tobias’s hand and the angel says ‘Cut 
out the guts of the fish and put it in your wallet and 
with the fishes’ guts you will be able to have three 
wishes’ … And on it goes like a fairy tale …70

As with his painting of Cythera, Whisson has 
chosen a story which is much celebrated in the history 
of painting, the most famous depiction being that 
attributed to Verrocchio, which now hangs in the 
National Gallery in London. Whisson recollects having 
a postcard of the painting given to him by his old friend 
from Koornong days, Jane King, so it may have had 
some personal symbolic quality.71

The folk legends of Nigerian writer Amos Tutuola 
and his book The Palm-Wine Drinkard (1946, published 
1952) have informed a recent cycle of paintings with 
the same title, and are part of this ongoing interest in 
preternatural realms. As the story goes, ‘a hardened 
palm-wine drinker travels to the Town of the dead in 
the hope he can retrieve his most cherished employee, 
his palm-wine tapster who has plummeted fatefully 
from a tree’.72 Poet and curator Greg o’Brien posits that, 
the ‘grand tradition of Western Art’ is Whisson’s version 
of Tutuola’s dead Town.73

The stories of Tobias and the palm-wine drinkard are 
those of travellers, and it is not by accident that many 
of Whisson’s drawings and paintings refer to travelling 
or journies in the titles. Whisson has said with regard 
to Tobias, ‘it was just a matter that I was painting a man 
with an angel’s wing and then gradually that it was two 
people walking through a landscape, a feel of travelling 
in distant lands … the memory of coming across Europe 
and travelling through Europe and coming across Asia 
and Africa and so forth was still very clear’.74 

In this we could find a metaphoric self-portrait 
of sorts. And once recognised, you realise Whisson’s 

presence is not to make the pictures more real, 
but instead to help make the other protagonists 
more human than a near likeness can betray: ‘real,  
sexy, human’.75

Such stories tap into an ancient archetype. A 
hero sets out on a journey and encounters various 
tribulations but becomes, in the end, a better person 
for it: ‘it never ceases to intrigue me how [these 
things happen to] artists, just because they are open 
to strange and marvellous things happening’.76 The 
universality of the traveller’s journey recalls the 
writing and thinking of American mythologist Joseph 
Campbell, who theorises, in an almost Marcusian way, 

Circus with Aerialists  
and Animals  14/1/03,  
9/4/03, 1/6/03 
oil on linen 
100 x 120 cm 
Private collection, Sydney

The Palm-Wine Drinkard:  
The Chief’s Daughter and the Baby 
Whose Name is Zurrjir  19/2/04, 
29/2/04, 3/5/04 
oil on linen 
120 x 95 cm 
Private collection, Queensland
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on the role of myth in creating allegories about human 
consciousness, setting aside the logic of science and 
conventional understanding of time:

Wherever the poetry of myth is interpreted as 
biography, history, or science, it is killed. The living 
images become only remote facts of a distant 
time or sky. furthermore, it is never difficult to 
demonstrate that as science and history, mythology 
is absurd. When a civilization begins to reinterpret 
its mythology in this way, the life goes out of it, 
temples become museums, and the link between 
the two perspectives becomes dissolved.77

Whisson’s images of levitation, and the improbable, 
dream-like contortions and figurations of the people 
that populate his paintings, also owe much to his 
reading of the fantastic. This theatrical dimension can 
be found in the series of circus paintings he began in 
the early 1980s. They focus on the feats, interactions 
and intensities of the performers, especially those 
whose role it is to try and defeat gravity—the jugglers, 
acrobats, aerialists and performing horses who all float 
across his picture planes. Note the central figure of 
Circus with Aerialists and Animals (2003) or the balls in 
Medieval Jugglers and Thin Black Camel (1983): having 
leapt or been thrown they are now strangely suspended 
for all time. Clowns, the fool, the trickster: these figures 
in Whisson’s hands are revelatory, their joking and 
slapstick representing a form of humanity and life truly 
allegorical and even painful. 

The circus can become another way of orienting 
ourselves towards the world, a form of interaction that 
allows individuals to relate to each other as human 
beings, one that doesn’t bring about wars: ‘we might 
need to relate together by entertaining each other’ 
Whisson has said.78 The world as a great circus: it’s a 
marvellous thought.

From the Newspapers
In addition to considering his work via his lexicon of 
motifs and themes, it is important to view Whisson’s 
painting in terms of its technical methodology. In fact 
it is a way of navigating some of the contradictions 
inherent within it, and within the artist’s statements, 
and also in the interpretations of others. This is not  
to try and oppose those writers, or the artist himself, 
but to weigh up the ideal against the real.

In Whisson’s paintings and drawings we see the 
worlds of old and new put together, presented in  
his own version of visual shorthand. But that shorthand  
is under continual change and refinement. Whisson  
has constantly scorned the idea of technique as if  
it were something to be avoided (‘it would probably  
be better if people—those working in the visual  
arts, in particular—dropped the use of the word 
altogether’),79 but denying it does not mean that it 
doesn’t exist.

From the Newspapers No. 7  2005 
oil on linen 
105.5 x 114 cm 
James and Jacqui Erskine 
Collection, Sydney
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The From the Newspaper series of paintings that 
Whisson produced between 1998 and 2006 is in fact 
all about technique and discloses the way that his 
pictures may be planned. The images lie scattered 
across the surface of the painting as if collaged within 
a scrapbook, appearing almost one-dimensional, as 
if dropped into the painting like clippings that can 
be moved around its surface. Their cohesiveness 
comes from Whisson’s knowing just where to place 
and leave them. Most are sourced from the left-wing 
newspaper Il Manifesto, snapshots of the world at war. 
Interestingly enough Whisson is drawn towards those 
images that he already knows through his paintings’ 
own history: the ship in three-quarter view, jets, farm 
scenes; even Samuel Beckett makes an appearance. 
They are the most naturalistic and reportage-style 
pictures of his oeuvre to date, and relate to, but sit 
outside of the rest of his work as quite a distinct 
subsection. distinct because Whisson doesn’t often  
tell real-life stories, but instead tends to paint for  
us the situations and experiences we might have  
in common.

These investigations of the world around us—the 
visible world and the landscape in particular—are an 
expression of what we share under the most ordinary 
conditions, and in the collective consciousness. History 
and world events are certainly a part of this, but more 
so everyday life.

Whisson speaks of the ‘intense reality’ that the 
landscape can hold, particularly ‘when one has  
known it from birth as the real world’,81 and it is this 
deep knowledge, its recollection and feeling, and its  
re-remembering over passing years that is called  
upon when his images are released from the brush 
or pencil. In Country Suburban (2011), houses and 
cars painted from memory are inseparable from 

photographs of houses and cars he/we might have 
seen, which in turn are inseparable from the houses 
and cars of the imagination. These prosaic components 
are placed together with a curious logic, separate but 
connected by the soft yellow ground and balanced 
as a summary of things that co-exist. With ‘a kind of 
anti-composition, an arrangement deliberately lacking 
in artfulness’, as John Mcdonald explains it, Whisson 
‘re-presents the world in an order of his own instinctive 
devising’.82 This is the world many of us know, but 
served up in a way that has us pause to reflect more 
deeply on it.

In some paintings, Whisson brings together a back 
catalogue of motifs to harmonious and even dream-like 
effect. In Green Horse (1975) and the recent Notebooks 
(2011), assorted images appear quite mysteriously 
from the white substrate of the picture surface. 
They are on the one hand playful, on the other a still 
point, a catching of breath. Any sense of foreground 
or background is achieved in the subtlest of ways, 
dependent on the scale of the individual elements and 
the clarity of their articulation rather than any ordering 
or perspectival devices. In each, the pictures within the 
picture have a relationship only because the artist has 
placed them in proximity. The technique used is the 
same as that in From the Newspapers, but without such 
a clear narrative. This is story-telling of a quite different 
order; not reportage or allegory, but utterances from a 
liminal plane.

The slipperiness of Whisson’s sources, their etymology 
and his capacity to deploy them with intuition rather 
than will is also part of their appeal. His eyes might 
have seen what ours have, but as the artist describes, 
‘the universe is composed of what sees and what is 
seen, and what sees is different from what is seen … 
the universe is a relationship’.83
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We can’t be sure, for example, that Recollection of a 
Train Journey in Northern Italy (1982) is something that 
Whisson has experienced, a summary of many journeys 
through that particular landscape, or something that 
he has called into existence by virtue of the title he 
has given it. From Dandenong to Niddrie (1983) might 
draw on a picture in the artist’s memory of a dreary 
trip between two industrial outposts of Melbourne, 
but the image somehow has the lines and colours of 
so many such journeys in the world, then, now or in the 
future. If, as Kevin Connor has suggested, Whisson’s 
early paintings were ‘small poems of his life’,84 when he 
was learning what he was doing, then his mature work 
might be seen as the poetry of a life long lived self-
consciously in the first person.

Ray Hughes once said that everyone wants to be Ken 
Whisson’s Captain Cook. ‘I’m discovered and forgotten 
and discovered and forgotten and it will go on for the 
rest of my life I imagine. And so each time it will be a 
great joy to be rediscovered again and probably a great 
joy to be forgotten again’.85 This has something to do 
with time, but perhaps also the enigmatic nature of the 
man and his work. He has become a kind of talisman 
for other artists, a testament to the proficiencies that 
come when living mindfully, working hard, remaining 
at a distance from the machinations of the art world 
and focusing solely on the act of making itself. Whisson 
seems to invoke Marcuse’s idea that: ‘art contains the 
rationality of negation. In its advance positions, it is the 
Great Refusal—the protest against that which is. The 
modes in which man and things are made to appear, 
to sing and sound and speak, are modes of refuting, 
breaking and recreating their factual existence.’86

It seems relevant to consider this exhibition and 
publication as a marker in Whisson’s long career rather 

Opposite
Green Horse  1975 
oil on composition board 
81.5 x 109 cm 
Private collection, Melbourne

Notebooks  11/2/11, 14/2/11 
oil on linen 
120 x 111 cm 
Private collection, Queensland

Below 
Whisson family photo, Lilydale, 
c. 1945
Courtesy Pauline McCarthy

than an attempt to delineate it in a logical fashion. 
for Whisson’s work and life defy such reasoning. He 
celebrates the human spirit, its perversity and its 
admirable qualities in equal measure. He demonstrates 
art’s creative, transformative potential in a way that 
is so complete, so unwavering, that beholding and 
thinking about it is one part admiration to another part 
heartbreaking. 

Glenn Barkley and lesley Harding
february 2012
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