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ABOUT THE EXHIBITION

‘My work is about working out how to live  

in this world, it’s about compassion and 

empathy but also anger and resistance. 

Through it I hope to push compassion to the 

front of national debate.’1 — Ben Quilty

‘Quilty’ is the first major survey exhibition in a decade of 
one of Australia’s most acclaimed contemporary artists, 
Ben Quilty. The exhibition extends from Quilty’s early 
reflections on the initiation rituals performed by young 
Australian men to his experience as an official war artist in 
Afghanistan and his campaign to save the lives of Bali Nine 
pair Andrew Chan and Myuran Sukumaran. The exhibition 
includes works inspired by Quilty’s visits with author Richard 
Flanagan to Lebanon, Lesbos and Serbia; his revisions of the 
Australian landscape; and raw, intimate portraits of himself, 
his family and his friends.

ABOUT THE ARTIST

‘Visual arts is compassion. It’s harnessing, 

understanding, developing and inquiring 

about compassion, and really, in the end, all  

art forms are a reflection of us.’2 — Ben Quilty

Ben Quilty is one of Australia’s most acclaimed contemporary 
artists. He is best known for his rich impasto paintings 
that explore the powerful relationship between personal 
experience and public narrative. His subjects are bold and 
confronting yet highly considered, often questioning his own 
identity, reflecting on the artist’s role as witness and art’s 
power to make sense of the world.

Quilty is also a voice for arts education and advocates for 
giving students every opportunity to develop their own 
visual language. He believes young people need to learn 
compassion in order to face the future, and he hopes to be 
able to teach this to his own children. For Quilty, art is all 
about compassion.
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VISUAL LANGUAGE

Language of landscape

Language of objects

Language of portraiture

Landscape (place)

Still life (object)

Portraiture (people)

Balance, repetition, 
composition

Texture, form, shape

Form, shape, line, 
emphasis

Place, history, identity

Gender, society, identity

Society, politics, identity

FORMAL CONTEXTGENRE CULTURAL CONTEXT

ABOUT THIS RESOURCE

‘You can’t teach someone a visual language.  

You can only give them the skills to find their 

own . . . that’s the key to visual arts practice.’3  

— Ben Quilty

Students will understand the power of Quilty’s visual 
language to communicate cultural ideas through the use of 
formal elements and principles and, in turn, reflect on the 
potential of their own visual language to respond to the world 
around them.

I set myself a goal to rely on my own language 

and rely on my own thing . . . your own language 

only comes out of looking at yourself and that’s 

that idea of truth — it’s about yourself.4  

— Ben Quilty

Themes
This resource explores Quilty’s visual language through the 
genres of landscape (place), still life (objects) and portraiture 
(people). Within each genre, students will analyse and 
interpret works through:

•  the cultural context to decode the social influences 
and representations of time, place, politics and gender 
and to consider the identity of the artist

•  the formal context to decode the formal visual art 
elements and principles, technique and style and to 
assess the communicative value of techniques such 
as Rorschach.
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AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM LINKS

Develop ways to enhance their intentions as artists 
through exploration of how artists use materials, 
techniques, technologies and processes (ACAVAM119)

Analyse how artists use visual conventions in artworks 
(ACAVAR123)
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Conceptualise and develop representations of themes, 
concepts or subject matter to experiment with their 
developing personal style, reflecting on the styles of 
artists, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
artists (ACAVAM125)

Analyse a range of visual artworks from contemporary and 
past times to explore differing viewpoints and enrich their 
visual art-making (ACAVAR131)YE
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QUEENSLAND VISUAL ART  
SENIOR SYLLABUS LINKS

Consider the values that underpin or influence the way 
subject matter (people, place and objects) is perceived  
and represented
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Explore how visual language, symbol systems and art 
conventions can express ideas and feelings in images, 
objects and experiences
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LINKS TO RESOURCES

CURRICULUM

ACARA Australian Curriculum V.8.3 
https://australiancurriculum.edu.au/

Queensland Visual Art General Senior Syllabus 
https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Ben Quilty, Penguin Random House, Melbourne, 2019.
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CAPTIONS
Ben Quilty / Photograph: Daniel Boud

Ben Quilty 
Australia b.1973

Self-portrait, after Afghanistan 2012 / Oil on linen / 130 x 120cm /  
Private collection, Sydney / Photograph: Mim Stirling

Bedford Downs Rorschach 2008 / Oil on linen / 2 panels, 214 x 366cm (overall) / 
Private collection

© Ben Quilty 
Courtesy: The artist, Jan Murphy Gallery and Tolarno Galleries
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