








career, which is the subject of a new book published by Scalo and a retrospective
exhibition,' has looked like an ongoing struggle to transcend the limits of
photography. But Henson himself is acutely responsive to the camera's special
capabilities, and he has learned as much from the weirdly idiosyncratic history
of the medium, and even from film, as he has from painting.

Although they are not digitally manipulated, his own photographs are carefully
staged, both outdoors and in the studio. They are controlled at every point in the
developing and printing process. As Henson has explained:

I've never understood how people pass the process ofactually making something over to

another person. You come to understand so much of what the picture might be about

through the making of It. Thmgs are revealed to you through the act of drawing something

from the world of the imagination out into the physical world. It seems less central, many

would suppose, to understanding the nature ofphotography than. say. painting, but I

disagree. I think it is essential and fundamental m the creation ofanything - an intimate

engagement at the physical level. 3

Henson's night-time images have taken a great deal from the American
photographer of steam trains and industry, O. Winston Link. Link would contrive
elaborate systems of simultaneous flash lighting for his dramatic, night photographs
documenting the last days of the steam train. Henson, too, for his images of
night-time roads, pockets of suburban trees, roily skies, derelict old buildings
and teenage figures, will spend hours subtly orchestrating his pockets of
coloured light and deep pools of dark.

The staged photograph has a long and peculiar tradition. When I asked
Henson about a Julia Margaret Cameron retrospective then showing at
London's National Portrait Gallery.' he acknowledged the 'perceived oddness' of
the tableaux Cameron contrived. But, he added:

I increasingly feel that these feelings ofoddness provide one of the few genuine chances we

have to penetrate a little deeper into ourselves; to survive the relentless pressure of

standardisation that flows through contemporary culture; to retain the capacity for the subtle

and utterly personal recognition of things that no one else sees in quite the same way.

I think when a picture is really working one forgets about these distinctions - real or not

real- and the whole experience becomes much more interesting because you are taken

somewhere else, to another place but (fabulously) a place which is stili always inside you.

Henson grew up in the sprawling eastern suburbs of Melbourne, and
remembers 'wandering around the paddocks and the creeks - a great no-man's­
land for kids to muck around in'. After leaving high school at the age of sixteen,
he went to study art at Melbourne's Prahran College. He left before finishing the
course on the advice of his teachers, Athol Shmith and John Cato, who said,
'Just go and do your own work'.

'I was never there anyway', Henson told me. 'I'd just turn up after an absence
of weeks or sometimes months with a bundle of photographs. I just couldn't
work on pictures within an institutional framework, no matter how sympathetic.
Their advice was spot on.'

That same year Shmith showed some of Henson's work to the National
Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne. 'It must have had some effect as they mounted
an exhibition of some forty pictures shortly thereafter. I was nineteen and had
just left college halfway through my second year.'

Henson went to work in a great old Melbourne bookshop called Margareta
Webbers, continuing all the while to make pictures and to exhibit. When he left
the bookshop, he went to photograph cities in Eastern Europe. 'The first city I
wanted to see was Dresden.'

Henson's 1983-84 series set silvery images of European high culture­
museum interiors, massive bookcases and long rows of chandeliers - against
close-ups of naked youths smeared with grime and blood, and in some cases
preparing to shoot up. Aesthetically, it may have been too glaring and bombastic
an opposition treated in too gorgeously sensitive a manner to really work. But
the series left the viewer in no doubt about Henson's fascination with both the
best and the worst of imagined worlds. In most of his subsequent work, both
possibilities remain charged and alive in the viewer's mind, ceaselessly inverting

themselves, so that one never knows precisely what is being promised and
what withheld.

This early series of work prepared the ground for an astonishing period in the
early 1990s when Henson created large-scale vertical collages. He disrupted each
composition by pinning torn sections of white paper (the back of the photographic
paper) onto spliced-up sections showing naked teenagers in an eerily menacing
environment of car wrecks, trees and twilight skies. The culmination of years of
aesthetic and technical daring, the result was, nevertheless, unlike anything one
had seen before.

Henson's favourite writer over the past few years has been the late WG Sebald.
English author and critic Robert Macfarlane recently wrote about the 'sudden
uncanny sliding' that occurs when reading Sebald's books, 'as different pasts
slip briefly into alignment'. Something similar can happen in Henson's
photographs, which seem to change speed, altering - if only for a few moments
- the viewer's relationship to the past.

'It does not seem to me', wrote Sebald, in Auster/itz (2001). 'that we
understand the laws governing the return of the past, but I feel more and more
as if time did not exist at all, only various spaces interlocking according to the
rules of a higher form of stereometry, between which the living and the dead
can move back and forth as they like'.

Looking at photographs, Sebald wrote in The Emigrants (1996). we feel 'as if
the dead were coming back, or as if we were on the point of joining them'.
What excites Henson about Sebald, he told me, is the uncertainty he is made to
feel as he seamlessly crosses into Sebald's dream world:

It is very interesting to reflect on how this occurs in relation to photography with its

'evidential authority' and at the same time its complete unreality ... I suppose with Sebald

the completeness of this dreamscape, its capacity to contain both distant history and the

familiar and proximate and to imbue both with the same profound intimacy (all of which IS

so like dreaming), suggests how impossibly beautiful being in the world is ... He is

genuinely amazed by what is happening.

All Henson's photographs chase after the palpable, the near-at-hand, even as they
seem, through some condition peculiar to photography, to be rushing away from
it. One feels this especially in his recent images, which tend increasingly towards
the silent and inanimate: a floating, detached bridge; a black, glistening channel of
water; a solitary silhouette of trees; a bitumen road winding into darkness.

One of the great pleasures of the new book on Henson's work and his
retrospective exhibition is the chance to see how consistent he has been in
ambition and feeling over the course of his career, and yet how various his
efforts to create and contain that feeling. In his rarely seen triptychs, for
instance, which set images of Egypt against anonymous figures and faces, we
see a foretaste of the tussle between ripped and bleeding abstraction and
resolved figuration that plays such a part in the later collages. And in his crowd
sequences that are heavily bleached and veiled, we are reminded of the
dauntingly vast advantage of the unseen over the seen, the unknown over the
known, and the irretrievable past over the present. In these strange fragments
an impossible dream of wholeness seems to depend on nothing more than a
hand here, a look there.
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