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Image: Ben Quilty, Inhabit, oil on linen, steel, bronze, 100.0 x 80.0 cm (16 paintings each); Gift of the Art Gallery of South Australia Contemporary Collectors to 

mark the 130th anniversary of the Gallery 2011, Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide. 
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Quilty’s recent suite of paintings, Inhabit 

demonstrates an important culmination in his 

work as it explores wider concepts of identity. 

Quilty, a distinguished portraitist, arrived at this 

multi-part epic in an attempt to reconcile his 

identity as a white Australian. 

Conceived as a self-portrait, Inhabit also acts as 

a collective national portrait and could arguably 

be considered a barometer of domestic sentiment 

as the Australian reconciliation movement 

progresses. 

In the sixteen portrait paintings, multiple 

characters morph in and out of one another 

- transitioning from the devil, to the explorer 

Captain Cook, to the artist. By inserting himself 

into the narrative stream, Quilty implicates 

himself as an inadvertent participant in the 

nation’s post-colonial history. The title of the work 

points to concepts of occupation and possession. 

At its centre stands a custom-made birdcage 

featuring perches cast from blackberry trees 

and skulls of Indian myna birds - both introduced 

noxious species. 

Inhabit pursues the artist’s repeated themes of 

the problematic relationship between the personal 

and the cultural, and his critique of Australia’s 

social history since white settlement. 
- Art Gallery of South Australia

Created for the 130th anniversary of the Art 

Gallery of South Australia in 2011, Quilty 

reimagined and reinvented the work of painter 

HJ Johnstone’s Evening Shadows, backwater of 

the Murray South Australia, 1881.  This significant 

work of Johnstone’s was the first work to be 

acquired by the Art Gallery of South Australia and 

is still among one of the most reproduced works 

in the Gallery’s collection. 

Johnstone’s painting depicts a twilight scene 

on the backwaters of the Murray River in the 

late 19th century. Two Indigenous people are 

sitting alongside a bark hut and a camp-fire - a 

third person is about to cross a fallen tree that 

spans the river to join them. This is an apparently 

timeless, pre-British colonial scene; however, a 

small clue, the blanket around the shoulders of the 

old man, reveals that contact between Indigenous 

people and British colonists has occurred. 

Quilty has reinvented the serene river scene by 

continuing his practice to Rorschach works, where 

an original painted image is both damaged and 

duplicated by pressing one panel at a time onto 

another similar sized panel while the paint is still 

wet. The process is repeated numerous times, 

requiring meticulous control of paint, colour 

and composition. Quilty refers to the Swiss 

psychoanalyst Hermann Rorschach ink blot tests 

- widely seen as pioneering contemporary mental 

illness therapy and medication at the beginning 

of the 20th century. 

Quilty’s contemporary interpretation echoes 

the disturbing and violent history this site may 

have witnessed. The figures and landscape, now 

partially obliterated can be seen as a comment 

on the destruction of our native people and 

destruction of our natural environment. 

“I felt that if I were an Indigenous person 

considering myself in European Australia, 

Captain Cook would be the logical symbol 

for the beginning of the end....I don’t really 

mean to say Cook is the devil. Or that he was 

evil. Only that I would like to imagine that 

he could ideally recognise the detrimental 

effects that his discoveries were having on 

other societies”                           - Ben Quilty

EVENING SHADOWS, 
RORSCHACH AFTER JOHNSTONE 
2011, Robertson, New South Wales

oil on linen, eight panels 

15.0 x 175.0 cm (each panel)

INHABIT 
2010, Robertson, New South Wales

oil on linen, steel, bronze 

100.0 x 80.0 cm (16 paintings each)

It’s with great pleasure that the Walkway Gallery 

presents this exhibition of Ben Quilty, from the 

contemporary collection of the Art Gallery of 

South Australia. 

This exhibition marks a renewed commitment 

from the Walkway Gallery to present work that 

reflects contemporary Australian culture and 

to provide a dynamic exhibition program that 

challenges, engages and invites locals and visiting 

audiences to be curious about contemporary art. 

Ben Quilty is undoubtedly one of the country’s 

leading contemporary artists. 

His work continues to draw critical acclaim with 

regular and highly successful solo exhibitions 

both in Australia and internationally. He has been 

a finalist in the prestigious Wynne and Archibald 

prizes, and has won the Doug Moran National 

Portrait Prize in 2009 and the Archibald Prize in 

2011. In 2014 he was awarded the Prudential 

Eye Award for Contemporary Art in Singapore, 

becoming the first Australian artist to have a 

solo exhibition at the influential Saatchi Gallery, 

London. 

Showcasing the distinct impasto technique he 

has become synonymous with, the show includes 

work from his highly regarded Rorschach series 

of instinctive mirror image paintings and works 

from his Inhabit series of portraits that span from 

Captain Cook to the devil himself.

This work resonates within the Australian landscape. 

It celebrates connections and the exploration 

of European settlement, the rites and rituals 

of masculinity, nationhood and the plight of 

Indigenous Australians. Time and time again, 

Quilty’s passionate and thoughtful approach to 

his subjects demonstrates a commitment to the 

idea art can reflect, suggest, provoke and lead 

social change. 

This work offers a new perspective on  challenging 

aspects of our culture and history. The messages 

are strong, deeply personal and sensitive. While 

delving into the world of contemporary art can be 

a daunting experience, I encourage you to spend 

some quality time here - be open,  be curious and 

ask questions. 

There is no doubt that this exhibition represents an 

unparalleled opportunity. For this, I extend sincere 

thanks to the wonderful team at the Art Gallery of 

South Australia and Director, Nick Mitzevich who 

has generously supported this exhibition from the 

outset. Our appreciation is also extended to the 

Contemporary Collectors for their commitment 

to encouraging a greater understanding of 

contemporary art and developing the permanent 

collection of the Art Gallery of South Australia. 

Naomi Fallon
Walkway Gallery

The presentation of this exhibition is in conjunction with Country 

Art SA residency program - THIS IS A BORDER(TOWN) - which 

examines and challenges the physical and psychological borders we 

face living in Bordertown. More info at thedirtsa.com.au

 

“BEN QUILTY’S PAINTING IS NOT POLITE. 

SMEARED, SMUDGED, CAKED AND SLAPPED ONTO THE PICTURE PLANE WITH BOLD 

VIRTUOSITY, HIS RICH IMPASTO WORKS CHALLENGE ASSUMPTIONS.”
- Jan Murphy Gallery

Gift of Ben Quilty through the Art Gallery of SA Contemporary Collectors, 

10th anniversary of Contemporary Collectors 2013

Donated through the Australian Government’s Cultural Gifts Program.  

Courtesy Ben Quilty. 
Gift of the Art Gallery of South Australia Contemporary Collectors 

130th anniversary of the Gallery 2011

Courtesy Ben Quilty


