




















Ben Quilty, Cobalt hen, 2004, oil on canvas, 60 x 53 cm,
courtesy the artist and Jan Murphy Gallery, Brisbane.

to skulls (such as in You can never tell where someone’s from by looking at
them these days, 2005, and on the grille of his HiAce in the exhibition ‘Ache’).
Indeed, there is a resonance between the dripping flesh-paint, the fangs,
the hollowed skulls, the cars come to life — here we are in the territory of the
1980s lexicon of fear and power: post-nuclear zombies, heavy metal T-shirts,

the Grim Reaper of the anti-AIDS campaign, Reagan and Gorbachev as power-
hungry monsters standing atop their respective empires. ‘Tremble you weaklings,

cower in fear /| am your ruler, land, sea and air / Immense in my girth, erect
| stand tall / | am nuclear murderer | am Polaris’, read the lyrics to Megadeth’s
classic 1990 track ‘Rust in Peace’.

In his most recent work Quilty has expanded on his interest in the rites
and symbols of masculinity to draw on broader historical material as well
as on the personal enlightenment that accompanied the birth of his first child.
His 2007 exhibition ‘Pride and Patriotism’ featured a series of giant heads,
all male. In fact, what Quilty presented in this show was a sort of through-line
of male role models, with all their attendant power, violence, and decline.
Included among these were the heads of Captain Cook, who supposedly shot
the first Aboriginal he met with a handgun, and John Howard, taken from a
newspaper image of the Prime Minister holding a handgun during the post-
Port Arthur gun control campaign. These heads are matched with the hung-
over face of the artist himself, and the crying visage of his young son, Joe. The
subtext here is of masculine aggression and self-destruction, whether colonial
or personal. Quilty and | have spoken about those rituals of self-initiation:

Ben Quilty, Untitled (Cook), 2007, 170 x 150 cm, oil and aerosol
on canvas, courtesy the artist and GRANTPIRRIE, Sydney.

getting your first car, winning your first fight, getting blind on your eighteenth
birthday with booze bought for you by your parents, and as a new father he is
reflecting on his son, who will one day look to Quilty to shape his own image.

Many of Quilty's friends are at the marrying age, and recently Quilty has
been looking at pictures of his mates at increasingly frequent buck’s parties,
out of which come stories, fights, and even tragedies: the sort of bonding that
still builds closeness between young men across the country. Quilty has also
begun experimenting with videos of the sort of playground fights that happen
every day in the high schools of the outer suburbs, and which are now
documented on mobile phones and disseminated via the internet. In the end,
one wonders how much of what Quilty captures is headed for extinction and
how much is entrenched for good. These days, even Kenthurst is changing:
celebrity couple Bec and Lleyton Hewitt decided to move there from Palm
Beach in 2006. Where Ben Quilty is moving is another, perhaps darker and
more compelling journey.
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