
Studio Arts Unit 4 Outcome 3
Considerations of curators in the preparation, 
presentation, conservation and promotion of 
specific artworks from 2021 exhibitions



Students should analyse and 
evaluate the following:
• Specific artworks and their presentation to gain 

an understanding of the intentions of the artist 
and the curator

• Curatorial considerations, exhibition design 
and promotional methods in preparing and 
presenting artwork for display

• Methods and considerations involved in the 
conservation of specific artworks related to 
exhibitions visited this year
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EXHIBITION

BRETT WHITELEY: DRAWING IS EVERYTHING
31 JULY – 31 OCTOBER, 2021

Curatorial considerations
This major exhibition from the Art Gallery of New 
South Wales explores the central place of drawing 
in Brett Whiteley’s extraordinary career. Featuring 
rarely seen early work from Europe, portraits and 
nudes, through to the iconic imagery of Sydney’s 
Lavender Bay, this rich exhibition is a journey 
through the unique creative life of the great 
Australian master. 

At the heart of Brett Whiteley’s extraordinary 
career was an exceptional talent for drawing. 

Drawing underpinned everything he did – 
from painting to sculpture to prints – and was 
fundamental to his imaginative and creative 
process. Whiteley’s drawing is richly expressive and 
his bold mastery of line is instantly recognisable. 

Bendigo Art Gallery context
This major exhibition was programmed by Bendigo 
Art Gallery to celebrate the legacy of one of 
Australia’s most important 20th century artists. 
As a popular artist, close to a household name in 
Australia, the Gallery anticipates this exhibition 
will attract large numbers of visitors and therefore 
help with the City’s mission to grow tourism and 
economic activity in Bendigo.

The subject matter also provides variety in the 
exhibition program, contrasting the preceding 
exhibition (Mary Quant: Fashion Revolutionary) 
and on simultaneously (SOUL fury). The exhibition 
was curated and packaged for touring by the Art 
Gallery of New South Wales. Bendigo Art Gallery 
programs a mix of touring exhibitions like this and 
original curatorial projects. Brett Whiteley: Drawing 
is Everything will be shown in Bendigo as the 
exclusive Victorian venue with the aim of drawing 
wide audiences to Bendigo. 
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Preparation
Brett Whiteley: Drawing is Everything 
was first developed for the Art Gallery 
of New South Wales (AGNSW), in 
Sydney in 2018. AGNSW then worked 
with the galleries with which it was to 
tour to for another two years. Bendigo 
Art Gallery’s Curatorial Manager, 
Lauren Ellis became the Project 
Curator of the exhibition for Bendigo 
Art Gallery. In the preparation stage, 
Lauren met with Anne Ryan, Curator, 
Australian prints, drawings and 
watercolours at AGNSW, the expert 
curator of the exhibition. During 
the preparation of the exhibition, 
Anne Ryan had worked in close 
collaboration with Wendy Whiteley, 
former wife of Brett Whiteley and, 
since 2002, the manager of his estate. 
Wendy played a significant role in the 
choice of artworks for the exhibition.

As Curator for the exhibition at 
Bendigo Art Gallery, Lauren Ellis 
conducted her own research into 
the exhibition and liaised closely 
with relevant staff at both AGNSW 
and BAG. The exhibition layout was 
reinterpreted by Lauren for a Bendigo 
audience. This was then approved by 
curatorial staff at AGNSW and Wendy 
Whiteley. 

Copyright approval was sought to 
reproduce any images such as the 
hero image Self portrait in the studio 
1976.

Bendigo Art Gallery did not produce 
a publication as it is curated by Art 
Gallery of New South Wales and 
therefore not original to BAG.

Some of the other preparation tasks included: 

• Media Releases prepared in conjunction with 
Bendigo Art Gallery’s Marketing and Audience 
and Engagement Officer and Publicist (see the 
Promotion section for further information) 

• Public programs – these were managed by 
the Public Programs and Learning Officer in 
conjunction with the (Bendigo Art Gallery) Curator 
and included Curator Talks, workshops, family 
holiday workshops and members’ exclusive events

• Freight, loan negotiations and logistics are 
managed by the Collections Manager and Senior 
Registrar

• Work with technical and installation staff to 
determine the layout and installation of the 
exhibition

Brett Whiteley
Fish River near Carcoar (1980)

brush and black ink, collage, 109.5 x 71 cm
Brett Whiteley Studio Collection

© Wendy Whiteley
Photo: AGNSW
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Presentation
Exhibition Design was created by the Bendigo 
Art Gallery Curator Lauren Ellis, in liaison with the 
gallery’s Collection Manager and Technical Team. 
This was then approved by the AGNSW Curator. 

Four versions of the exhibition design were created 
before the final choice was made. Scaled images 
were created in a computer program to assist with 
preparing the layout. 

One of the challenges was to fit a large number 
of works into three rooms without it looking 
crowded. For some of the walls a Salon Style hang 
was employed. This is notable in the sections 
themed around animals and Vincent van Gogh. 
The clustering of similar images reflects Whiteley’s 
studio environment, in which he was surrounded by 
many artworks. 

Although Brett Whiteley is not alive to see the 
exhibition, both curators believe his intention has 
been met through the content and exhibition 
design. He wrote at length about his ideas around 
drawing; this has been reflected in the exhibition 
through its focus on drawing. Pages from his 
sketch books have been reproduced in the gallery. 

The style of the exhibition itself is a combination 
of thematic and chronological displays. The first 
room introduces the audience to the artist through 
the theme of early portraiture drawings of both the 
artist and Wendy, juxtaposed with didactic panels 
about his life. Themed sections explore animals, 
landscapes, creative personalities, travel, and 
portraiture. 

Ultramarine blue features throughout the 
exhibition. The colour was chosen by AGNSW and 
relates to the colour used in his iconic portrait Self 
portrait in the studio which has also been used as a 
hero image to promote the exhibition. 

The 2-dimensional works are mostly hung at 
eye-level for an average standing adult, with 
sculptures displayed on low floor plinths. One 
point of difference is a sketchbook which has been 
displayed in case owned by Bendigo Art Gallery. 
The combination of presentation techniques 
balance Bendigo Art Gallery’s aim to educate along 
with providing enjoyment through artworks being 
displayed in a clear and attractive manner. 
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Conservation 
Lighting: as many of the artworks in the exhibition 
are works on paper, they fall within the high 
sensitivity category requiring the light levels to 
be set at 50 lux. Many of the drawings consist 
of organic ink on paper which is highly sensitive. 
Whilst the oil on canvas paintings could have 
been displayed at a maximum of 200 lux, they 
are actually displayed closer to the lux level for 
works on paper to avoid extra light spilling onto 
the sensitive artworks. The sculptures are able to 
be displayed at a higher lux level but, as for the 
paintings, they are not displayed at a high lux level 
due to their proximity to the sensitive artworks. 

Handling: Handling of artworks was done with 
nitrile gloves. Nitrile gloves are preferable to cotton 
white gloves which may leave fibres on artworks. 
Nitrile gloves also have a better grip for the art 
forms in the exhibition such as framed works on 
paper, oil on canvas paintings and sculptures. 

Humidity and Temperature: The Gallery uses 
international standards of climate control which 
includes a computer-controlled data base to 
monitor humidity and temperature. Humidity is set 
at around 55% Relative Humidity with temperature 
at around 20-22°C. 

Condition reports were completed using the 
templates provided by Art Gallery of New South 
Wales as they are the touring gallery. 

During installation, the 2-dimensional artworks 
were transported from the collection store by using 
a felt covered A frame trolley. Once laid out in each 
exhibition space, the works were propped up on 
foam blocks in order to determine the final layout 
before mounting each work to the wall with split 
batons and D-rings. 

The Gallery used International Art Services  
www.iasdas.com.au, an arts courier to collect and 
transport all artworks. The artworks travelled from 
the Art Gallery of New South Wales in custom 
built museum standard timber travelling crates. 
Museum quality couriers are important for artwork 
transportation to ensure that the artworks are 
wrapped and packed in museum quality materials, 
handled correctly and that the vehicles have 
appropriate climate control. 

In the exhibition spaces, roaming security guards/ 
attendants are employed to protect artworks along 
with security cameras.

Tape on the floors act as a visual deterrent to the 
stop audiences from getting too close in order to 
avoid accidental damage. 

http://www.iasdas.com.au
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Promotion
• Bendigo Art Gallery employs a permanent full 

time Marketing and Audience Engagement 
Officer and a freelance Publicist for public 
relations. Together they worked to engage 
with a range of media avenues to promote the 
exhibition. 

• The gallery used its website and social media 
platforms, especially Facebook to advertise the 
exhibition in an ongoing manner. Social media 
pre-programmed posts reached Bendigo Art 
Gallery’s audience of 49,000. 

• The curator worked with the Publicist to produce 
a range of Press Releases and these were 
circulated to the media.

• A number of artworks were chosen as Hero 
Images. To reproduce the various hero images, 
licensing agreements were signed between 
Wendy Whiteley, who controls the artist’s estate 
and Bendigo Art Gallery. The most commonly 
used Hero Image was Self portrait in the studio 
1976 as it is an iconic, renowned image. 

Example of advertisement Example hero image

Brett Whiteley
Self portrait with reading specs 1991
brush and black ink, 46.1 x 31.7 cm
Brett Whiteley Studio Collection
© Wendy Whiteley
Photo: AGNSW 



Bendigo Art Gallery   |   Brett Whiteley: Drawing is everything   |   Studio Arts Unit 4 Outcome 3   |   Page 8

Focus on specific artwork: Self portrait in the studio 1976

Curatorial Context

One of Whiteley’s most celebrated works, this self-
portrait encapsulates many of Whiteley’s lifelong 
artistic and personal obsessions. In 1976, the 
work won Australia’s most famous art prize, The 
Archibald Prize for portraiture at the Art Gallery 
of New South Wales. The Gallery acquired the 
painting in the following year, and it has become an 
iconic piece frequently exhibited and often loaned 
to galleries around Australia. The painting depicts 
a scene from within Whiteley’s Lavender Bay home 
and studio, snippets of Sydney Harbour visible 
through the windows – including the bridge in the 
top right corner. The water of the harbour and the 
walls of the room are drenched in rich ultramarine 
blue, a signature Whiteley colour. The room is filled 
with the artist’s own works, mementoes and items 
from years of travel and cultural exploration, and 
an unidentified nude woman lounging or sleeping 
on the bed who we know to be Whiteley’s lifelong 

muse and champion, his then wife, Wendy. The 
hands of the artist extend into the frame, creating 
a portrait within the portrait, and the face of the 
artist is rendered in strong detail in the reflection of 
a hand-held mirror. This work is such a significant 
piece it was an essential inclusion for the curator of 
this exhibition. 

(Above) Brett Whiteley
Self portrait in the studio 1976
oil, collage, hair on canvas, 200.5 x 259 cm
Art Gallery of New South Wales
Purchased 1977
© Wendy Whiteley
Photo: AGNSW
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Intention of the artist/communication of ideas  
and meanings

The portrait works on a number of levels. It is partly 
autobiographical, sharing an intimate look inside 
the famous artist’s private residence and capturing 
details of his life of travel, art, and family. Whiteley 
also seems to be playing with the limits and nature 
of portraiture: where is the portrait exactly? It could 
be the woman, although we cannot see her face; it 
could be the reflection in the mirror, or the hands 
extending in, it is also a portrait of a portrait, as we 
see a self-portrait emerge on the easel. Whiteley 
seems to be prompting us to be aware of truth 
and illusion, which is also evident in the extensive 
use of framing – scenes depicted through window 
frames within picture frames. Whiteley is also 
communicating a lot about his state of mind in this 
image and perhaps issuing a warning to himself 
and to the viewer. Wendy Whiteley has explained in 
interviews that despite the idyllic scene, the mirror 
acts as a type of cage and Whiteley’s expression 
is not one of joy or ease. The fact that Whiteley 
included so many of his own drawings - placed 
around the room - in this important painting 
emphasises how strongly he felt drawing was at the 
heart of his practice, and therefore it was important 
to include in this exhibition about his drawing. 

Presentation

This painting is presented quite traditionally: a 
standard oblong format of stretched canvas, 
framed, and hung on the wall at eye level for a 
standing adult. It is large in size, which adds to 
its gravitas and also supports the illusion that the 
viewer is in the shoes of the artist when standing in 
front of the outstretched hands. In the installation, 
the work is hung surrounded by other examples of 
Whiteley’s representation of his Lavender Bay home 
and self-portraiture. It is hung in a plain white walled 
gallery space, neutral so as not to compete with 
the paintings. It has an extended label with some 
additional information and a quote from the artist’s 
former wife Wendy, who is an important champion 
and interpreter of her late husband’s work today.  

Conservation 

As a major work in an art gallery collection of 
international significance, this painting is protected 
by strict conservation standards in its storage 
and handling wherever it travels and at home at 
the Art Gallery of New South Wales (AGNSW). 
Its condition is regularly monitored to ensure 
it is not damaged or deteriorating, particularly 
after travel and also with regard to organic and 
fragile elements such as the collaged human hair. 
Condition reports are completed by the Senior 
Registrar at Bendigo Art Gallery on arrival and 
at the conclusion of the exhibition, to ensure the 
work’s condition does not change while travelling 
or displayed. Any movement or handling of 
the painting is kept to a minimum and carefully 
planned in advance. The painting travels in a 
custom crate and only with specialist art freighters 
International Art Services, and once at BAG, it is 
moved from its crate to the wall using an A-frame 
trolley. Nitrile gloves are worn by the expert art 
handling who handle it at both AGNSW and 
BAG. It is kept away from natural light, and kept 
in stable temperature and humidity conditions 
which are controlled by a specialist air control 
system. It is rested regularly in dark storage and 
is only displayed for certain periods at a time. 
In the event it was accidentally damaged, the 
expert conservation staff at the Art Gallery of New 
South Wales (in whose collection the painting 
belongs) will carefully assess, approve, and perhaps 
undertake themselves any repair or treatments. The 
painting is positioned to ensure it is not likely to be 
knocked or bumped by crowds.

Promotion

This painting is generally promoted widely, it 
is arguably Whiteley’s most famous work and 
recognisable to many people. It was selected as 
one of the ‘hero images’ for this exhibition and 
has been used in promotional brochures and 
media articles. The painting was the subject of an 
indepth radio interview on the ABC, which explores 
‘Australian Masterpieces’. When being used in 
promotion, the usage needs to be reviewed and 
approved by the Art Gallery of New South Wales 
and by the copyright owner, Wendy Whiteley 
(Whiteley’s former wife). Like many artists, Wendy 
is careful to ensure the image is used appropriately 
and sensitively – and discourages cropping of the 
image to fit promotional materials unless done 
thoughtfully. When the image is used in promotion, 
it needs to be accompanied by a proper caption 
detailing the catalogue information about the work 
(title, date, etc).
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