
It’s a feast of his work at the moment but 
there’s no such thing as too much of the art 
of Brisbane painter Robert Brownhall. This 
talented artist’s time has come and anyone  

unfamiliar with his work has two chances to 
see it, with stunning exhibitions at Philip Bacon 
Galleries and the Museum of Brisbane. 

His painterly pilgrim’s progress includes 
funky beachside scenes and more recent 
Brisbane works. Many contemporary artists 
shun representational art and realism, and the 
fashions of art academia have threatened to 
rob us of artists who leave a record of the built 
environment and urban landscape. 

But it’s important that people draw and paint 
the places they live in. Brisbane is lucky enough 
to have had great artists who have done that in 
the past, such as Lloyd Rees, Vida Lahey and 
William Robinson, whose Ekka works record 
the colourful life of the city. 

It’s hardly surprising to learn that Robert 
studied under William Robinson, a champion 
of drawing, printmaking and painting that 
reflects the world around us.

In Robinson’s case that has largely been 
the rainforests and mountains of Southeast 
Queensland. Robert Brownhall has focused 
on the built environments of the Sunshine and 
Gold Coasts, where he regularly surfs.

In Brisbane he has painted the vision splendid: 
wonderful cityscapes, significant structures and 
a suburban world infused with mystery. Night 
Shops 1 and Night Shops 2 in the Philip Bacon 
Galleries show are good examples, companion 
paintings in which figures suggest a hidden 
story. Other works, such as Kurilpa Bridge 
Under Construction, are expansive in a grand 
tradition, celebrating an engineering marvel. 

Another masterpiece – and I feel this is the 
right word to use here – is his Albert Street 
Church At Night – painted from a room at 
The Sebel King George Square Brisbane hotel 
under difficult conditions (Robert and wife 
Sarah trying to entertain their three children in 
the confines of a hotel room while dad sketches 
out the rudiments of his next painting).

“These works are history in the making,” 
Philip Bacon, his art dealer, suggests. Brisbane 

City Council has now recognised his talent 
with the exhibition Somewhere in the City: 
Urban Narratives by Robert Brownhall, at the 
Museum of Brisbane. Paintings in this show 
include icons such as the Princess Theatre, 
XXXX Brewery and sideshow alley.

Exhibition curator Louise Martin-Chew says 
Brownhall gives us a chance to see our city in 
a new way and she describes him as having a 
“self-appointed role as a chronicler of Brisbane’s 
character”, a role the 42-year-old artist relishes, 
even if it has meant brushes (no pun intended) 
with the law. His habit of driving around 
Brisbane at night and parking in unusual spots 
to sketch has caused the occasional constable 
to shine a torch into the vehicle. 

And to think early in his career people were 
saying representational art was finished.

“Someone said to me once that drawing is 
dead and painting is on the way out and I just 

thought, that’s sick,” Robert says. So he set out 
to prove them wrong.

ROBERT BROWNHALL, until Apr 30,  
Tue-Sat, 10am-5pm, Philip Bacon Galleries,  
2 Arthur St, Fortitude Valley, ph: 3358 3555.  
www.philipbacongalleries.com.au 
SOMEWHERE IN THE CITY: Urban Narratives by 
Robert Brownhall, until Jul 31, daily, 10am-5pm, 
Museum of Brisbane, 157 Ann St, city, ph: 3403 8888. 
www.museumofbrisbane.com.au
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Thanks to a local artist, commanding scenes 
 of city and state are preserved for posterity

PILGRIM’S PROGRESS … two shows by Robert 
Brownhall include his works Rain over the sea,  
Kurilpa Bridge under construction and Princess Theatre
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