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Robert Brownhall’s 
quirky painting style and signature birds-eye view 
of scenes, characterised by a strong connection 
to place, was informed by his day-job as a 
tree-climber for a tree lopping business run by 
his father (1990−2010). The moody nocturnes, 
broad sweep panoramas and gritty vignettes of 
urban life witnessed and translated into paint by 
Brownhall have extended the poetry associated 
with his city, Brisbane. Given the resonance of 
his largely south-east Queensland subject matter, 
the Brisbane-born and educated painter has 
garnered a loyal following. This exhibition, the first 
survey of his work, encompasses 20 years of 
painting and records, by the bye, the changing 
face of Brisbane during one of the most dynamic 
periods of its history. 

In a way, Brownhall’s images show us an 
innocence of Brisbane before the recent floods. 
In January 2011, the Brisbane River burst 
its banks, whole suburbs were submerged 
and the Brisbane CBD was closed for days. 
Brownhall’s art, his self-appointed role as a 
chronicler of Brisbane’s character, will continue 
to describe the physical and psychological 
impacts of these events as the city and the 
state regroup and rebuild. 

When I left art college 
I remember feeling 
disillusioned with what 
modern art had become. 
I just wanted to paint. 
With Edward Hopper as 
an influence, I decided to 
just drive down the street 
and find some interesting 
everyday things to paint.
Robert Brownhall, 2010

front cover (detail) and above

Story Bridge at Dusk  2010 
City of Brisbane Collection,  
Museum of Brisbane
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Brisbane’s humility, its lack of pretention is, perhaps, 

the reason that it has rarely been the subject of artistic 

exploration. It is notable that Robert Brownhall, who set out 

to find subjects by getting in his car, has almost unwittingly 

recorded Brisbane’s transition. Brownhall graduated from 

art school in 1989, and has captured the transformation 

of his home city, from ugly duckling to studious, try-hard 

performer. While Brisbane was never a candidate for the 

prettiest city, she works hard to make the most of what she 

has. To Brownhall, Brisbane is visually compelling. “I love the 

way that the river snakes through the city. It is Amazonian 

and spectacular in its own way. And Brisbane has wonderful 

buildings, and the beauty of the coasts either side make for 

an unparalleled position.”  

Early on in his exhibiting career, from his first art student 

show in fact, Brownhall’s work struck a chord and found a 

ready local audience. Scott Whitaker, who met him at art 

college — Brisbane College of Advanced Education (BCAE), 

now Queensland University of Technology — when they 

were both students, represented Brownhall at Doggett Street 

Studios from 1994 until 2005. Whitaker’s task, from the earliest 

exhibitions, included regularly announcing sell-out shows 

when this was uncommon. Brownhall’s earliest paintings, of 

The city of Brisbane has shape-shifted in front of our 

eyes in recent years. Daily, weekly, our city hardware is 

changing. The lightweight structures and houses that 

have characterised our suburbs are fewer in number, 

this picturesque style superseded by units, townhouses 

and multiple occupancy dwellings — all planned to 

accommodate the burgeoning population in South East 

Queensland. In the public realm we have woken to a civil 

engineering dream (or nightmare, depending on your point 

of view). Constant road building, tunnels, new freeways  

and highways are changing the lay of the land and our  

(car-oriented) journeys through it. Three new bridges  

(two for foot and cycle traffic only) across the Brisbane River 

in the city have emerged in the last three years. My living 

memory spans two, three decades, and has a few gaps — 

longer-term residents could conjure more comprehensive 

detail. In Brisbane (New South, 2010), author Matt Condon 

reflects on the unreliability of memory and his journey 

through the city’s gawky adolescence as it stumbles into 

adulthood. And the list of novelists and poets who have laid 

out the grittiness of their connections to this very Australian 

city is legion: David Malouf, Thea Astley, Jessica Anderson, 

Nick Earls and more. Less pervasive, however, has been 

visual imagery of our city. While no shortage of painters 

have lived and worked in Brisbane, images which conjure 

and help define our experience of the city — buildings, old, 

sometimes grimy, shop-fronts and urban vignettes — are 

rarely made and, until recently, were even less celebrated. 

Afternoon storm  2005
Oil on canvas
Collection of Queensland Art Gallery
Size: 122 x 330cm overall
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dine-in eateries offering quality coffee at this time and 

the incredulity of people who clearly thought that he was 

mad.3 Before Expo 88, the only places open after 9pm on 

weeknights (outside the ubiquitous greasy spoon all-night 

eateries), were the Snuggle Inn (also in Baroona Road, 

Milton) and the Cubana Lounge in the CBD. 

Brownhall’s depictions of Brisbane at night showed the city 

as we had never seen it; almost pretty, its prosaic exterior 

rendered romantic. Moody vignettes, lonely figures, eccentric 

individuals were depicted in familiar surroundings. Fortitude 

Valley at Night (c.1995) showed us our own shady areas, with 

the requisite drama, inner-urban crowding and commerce that 

we had not previously associated with Brisbane evenings. 

Many of these night images are married to a long and 

narrow landscape format. Brownhall’s adaption of the 

panorama — used extensively in art for its story-telling ability 

and its embrace of the viewer — to describe significant 

Brisbane vistas proved popular and has changed the way 

we view our local sites. Wynnum at Night (1995) is a moody 

depiction of a seaside suburb across the water, the glow of 

industry and suburbs amounting to an explosion of energy 

on the other side of the liquid blackness. Cityscapes Story 

Bridge at Dusk (2010) and Afternoon Storm, Brisbane (2005, 

commissioned by the Queensland Government) have taken 

this form further, creating multiple viewpoints within the 

image, and paying homage to the dizzy perspectives visible 

in paintings by Brownhall’s influential teacher, landscape 

painter William Robinson. Brownhall’s imagery is, however, 

distinctly his own. Afternoon Storm shows us an image of 

Brisbane city in the dimmed light before the storm. Foliage 

is simplified in a style that borders on the naïve, the freeway 

horses done on scraps of Masonite, were fished out of the art 

college bin in late 1989. These were exhibited at Dayboro’s 

Butter Factory in 1990, and went on to sell to well-known 

gallery owner and collector Ray Hughes and Whitaker, himself 

an artist, collector and dealer. These works, profoundly 

unpretentious in their making and presentation, have other 

paintings visible beneath the layer of horse imagery, and 

legendary status, not only because they were saved but also 

because they were Brownhall’s first significant works. Whitaker 

simply suggested, “They had something.”1 

In 1995, Brownhall’s second Doggett Street Studio 

exhibition of night pictures was a turning point. “At that 

time, no-one else was doing night pictures, certainly not 

of Brisbane.”2 This exhibition, “Nightscapes and Figures” 

(1995), followed by “Night Paintings” (1996), noted a shift in 

perceptions of Brisbane’s nightlife. In the mid 1980s there 

was little activity after dark, outside the illegal prostitution 

and gambling venues in Fortitude Valley. The seminal role of 

World Expo 88 in giving Brisbane residents an appetite for 

evenings — to eat, listen to music, be entertained, and to 

be part of a public realm — has been much discussed. Yet 

Mark Tognini, who opened a daytime café and delicatessen 

in Baroona Road, Milton in 1992, recalls the lack of casual 

Fourex Brewery at night (detail)  2006
Oil on linen
Private collection
Size: 70 x 250cm
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The Red Garter  1997
Oil on canvas
Private collection
Size: 120 x 190cm
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shows orderly traffic (like Brisbane of old), the twist of the 

river sinuous, brown, powerful, and the curve of the earth 

visible from this aerial view. 

Other buildings such as The Red Garter (1997; now 

renovated and barely recognisable) have been recorded. 

This infamous strip joint in Fortitude Valley and its central 

role in many a buck’s party was witness to an essential rite 

of passage. Its translation in Brownhall’s signature style 

explains its resonance with a shady-looking character  

(pimp, bouncer or sad-looking patron?) standing alone 

outside the shabby building — both aged and unloved.

The commerce of a city is captured in vignettes. Normanby 

Downpipes (2004) shows the side of a building, a small 

beer logo featured on one side, bisected by rain-water 

pipes and inhabited only by birds. It is a scene that we may 

have observed, but never found noteworthy. Rendered 

here in detail with muted light and the blackness of the 

windows, it takes the eye on a pleasurable journey. Others, 

like Hot Bread (2003) and Afternoon Windows (2004) share 

Brownhall’s love of signage, words at once archetypal and 

unashamedly parochial. 

Iconic Brisbane meeting spots are included in this exhibition. 

The Underground, a nightclub where 1980s and early 1990s 

generations went to meet under disco lights, is visible in Caxton 

Street (2004). Then there are the sites and scenes that Brownhall 

allows us to see anew: holiday units at the Gold Coast and 

Sunshine Coast; 1970s blond brick flats with distinctive 

squared balconies in and around inner Brisbane; suburban 

homes, the ‘brick venereal’, post war and colonial buildings 

with figures hosing, reading, sitting or standing outside their 

‘castle’. These works are a record of the seeming ordinary 

with a familiar or memory-driven backdrop. Car parks, stairs, 

ordinary urban settings are given life with a figure, a vignette, 

a scenario enacted without simple resolution for the viewer. 

What most of Brownhall’s scenes have in common, and the 

reason why some owners were unwilling to loan their works — 

the lenders would miss them too much — was the audience 

involvement in completing or imagining the narrative within. 

However, Brownhall’s paintings are not ‘real’ scenes 

any more than a novel is a transcription of life. There is 

something amiss, strange, or intriguing here, a Hopper-

esque sensibility that lulls you into a false sense of reality, 

that Brownhall is able to invent anew. 
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Rain over Paddington (detail)  2008
Oil on linen
Private collection
Size: 76 x 200cm
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Suburbanite  1999
Oil on linen
Collection of the Wesley Hospital
Size: 88 x 153cm

The greatest, strongest 
memories of my childhood 
are the light, and the pitch 
blackness of the shadows . . . 
The smell, and in summer 
when a violent storm comes 
over the ranges, and the 
steam comes off the bitumen 
and the plants are breathing 
out, it’s unique to the city . . .
Matt Condon, discussing his book Brisbane, 2010 4

Robert Brownhall 

was born in Brisbane in 1968. He grew up in the city’s inner 

west, and did his schooling at Toowong. His childhood was 

peppered with frequent visits to the Sunshine Coast, where 

his grandparents built a house in an early Kawana estate. He 

loved the sea very early, and developed a surfing habit that 

has been constant throughout his life. He recalled, “That’s 

what started it. I remember, every weekend, surfing at 

Kawana or Maroochydore, my board hitting the ripples.” 5 He 

graduated from high school with a tertiary entry score that 

fell just short of entry to architecture. A gap year followed. 

While Brownhall still says that he would have been a sign 

writer in a pre-digital age, the constant for him — throughout 

his childhood and adolescence, particularly between the 

ages of eight and 14 — was an interest in drawing. Entry to 

art college was competitive, and Brownhall’s high school 

folio was dominated by abstract painting. He kept drawing 

however and during his year off developed another folio 

dominated by realism: drawings of older buildings and the 

city. On the basis of this work Brownhall was granted entry 

to the BCAE course run by Bill Robinson in 1987. 

Robinson mentored a tranche of students who have 

pursued realism in distinctly different ways. These include 

landscape painter Don Heron, Scott Whitaker whose work 

is figurative, albeit with strongly constructed elements and 

Anne Wallace’s psychological vignettes. Robinson’s own 

artistic interests were influential in supporting students in the 

1980s environment in Australian art schools dominated by 

conceptual developments and the ‘death of painting’, with 
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completed in his studio. The drawing aspect is a physical feat 

sometimes spanning eight hours during which Brownhall’s 

fitness (honed as a tree-lopper and surfer) is a distinct 

advantage. Sketches include colour notes from which the 

paintings are fleshed out back in the studio. While many 

contemporary realist painters work from photographs, 

Brownhall says: 

“I respect photography as an artform but in the past 

when I worked from photographs I found myself copying 

imagery. Drawing gives me method and then, with my 

notes, I’m forced to make colour combinations and tonal 

combinations from my mind. But I spend a lot of time 

looking at the world and remembering things.” 7 

Interestingly, Brownhall has problems with his long vision. His 

ability to capture mood and atmosphere is possibly enhanced 

by blurriness at distance, like another of the artists who 

influenced him, the late Lloyd Rees. It was Rees who told an 

18-year-old Brownhall to “paint what you feel”.8 

While the quantity of work produced by Brownhall would 

suggest that he is a prolific artist, particularly given his part-time 

employment until earlier this year, the outpouring of work is 

an example that gave students courage and inspiration to 

follow their interests, to draw and explore the use of paint. 

Robinson’s example too perhaps gave these students faith 

that the local was as valid as the international. For Brownhall, 

this vindicated a long term interest in the buildings around 

him and their humanity. He cites the example too of other 

teachers, notably Joe Furlonger and June Tupicoff, who also 

nurtured the use of brushstroke and texture in paint.

Brownhall relates that as a child driving with his family to 

Sydney or Melbourne or Canberra through the night to visit 

relatives, he could never fall asleep in the car. It was the 

flashes of passing country towns at speed — the local hotel, 

the old shop-fronts, the figures in his own imagined narrative — 

that he found so unmissable. 

Paintings by American realist painter Edward Hopper 

(1882−1967) made a deep impression on Brownhall. He 

found the mood created by Hopper’s palette inspirational. 

Jeffrey Smart is also an artist he cites as influential. While 

the images of both these artists are realistic, they are not 

vignettes from life, but “from the mind”6. While Brownhall 

spends hours drawing en plein air to capture particular 

sites, their ambience and atmosphere, the paintings are 
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more a result of his driven nature and highly productive work 

habit. Wife Sarah said, “He’d sometimes come home from a 

day in the trees and start painting before he had a shower.”9 

Throughout his adult life, Brownhall’s week has included one 

day during which he works through the night. And despite 

now having three children under nine (and the inevitable 

disruption to sleep that brings), he still stays up all night 

once a week —out in the car looking. “I see people doing 

things, but most of what appears in the paintings is from my 

head. Truth is stranger than fiction. I couldn’t paint some of 

what I see; people just wouldn’t believe it.”

Brownhall’s love of night is influenced by his frequent 

journeys back from the coast in the evening after hours in 

the surf. It is the other string to his urban bow, the scenes 

Wall of curtains I (detail)  2003
Oil on canvas
Courtesy of the artist
Size: 204.5 x 132cm 
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Elton Court, Kirra (detail)  1999
Oil on linen
Collection of Wesley Hospital 
Size: 115 x 200cm

drawn from the Gold and Sunshine Coasts. “I love big waves 

and the surf. I’ll never leave this part of the world because of 

the coast. I’m there every few days, at the very least once a 

week, and have been for the last 20 years. In the sea your 

mind is clear; I paint better as a result. It gives me clarity.”

He works from a home studio on an acreage property at 

Upper Brookfield, on Brisbane’s western outskirts, not far 

from where he grew up. He spends little time with other 

artists and, now that he has given up his day job, spends 

most of his time in the ‘studio’, an alcove adjacent to the 

kitchen and lounge room in his family home. It is up close 

and personal with family life, his art an integral part of the 

way that he, Sarah and their children live. 
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“In many ways I report on what I see. Each show is a diary. 

I start with the background; at times I stop and think, for 

up to an hour at times, just looking at the painting. It never 

stops. I had lots of distractions before, but now there are 

none. Sarah and I look at the painting I am working on last 

thing at night. The kids tell me what they think too.”

“Bill [Robinson] said to me once back at art college, 

‘Robert, you need to clear your mind to paint well’. It’s 

an emotional response, instinct, intuition. It’s like being 

a scientist of the light; you need technical skills, and the 

mental and physical challenge to draw from real life.”

Brownhall reports feeling a surge of physical, emotional and 

mental energy now that he is not working outside physically. 

Much has been made of the aerial view that informed a lot 

of his work: vistas into apartment windows, looking down 

on highways, freeways and the city, and their genesis in his 

‘birds-eye view’ as a tree-climber. Intriguingly however, his 

mother recalls Brownhall drawing imaginary aerial views at 

eight years old. Like the other scenes he creates, it may be 

a perspective that he imagined before he knew its reality. 

While 20 years of actual elevation were formative, an interest 

in human nature will no doubt continue to inform both his 

perspectives and viewpoints. 

Art dealer Philip Bacon, whom he credits with “putting me 

out there as a Brisbane painter”, has represented Brownhall 

since 2006. Bacon’s personal and professional support 

has seen Brownhall complete significant prestigious private 

and corporate commissions, and allowed a new focus and 

specialisation to develop in his painting.

His studio playlist includes music by storyteller Paul Kelly, 

and other legendary names of his youth: Oasis, REM, Billy 

Bragg, Coldplay, The Smiths and Powderfinger. The title of 

the exhibition pays tribute to Kelly in its use of Somewhere 

in the City, a song about romance, imagined narratives, and 

nocturnal socialising. 

Each of the themes visible in this exhibition intersect and 

interact, one with the other. They include suburban/urban, 

panoramas/intimate spaces, weather and rain, nocturnes, 

architecture/structural abstraction and commercial/signs of life. 

Brownhall’s realism is not slick, with the visibility and 

humanity of his brushstroke as important to him as that of 

his figures. There is a filmic quality in the work induced by 

the light and moody glazes. His power in defining, recording 

our city, his prescience in its capture, struck anew last night 

when a new highway entry, pristine with clean concrete 

and sharp painted arrows, looked immediately to me like 

a Brownhall backdrop. His work has framed the way that 

we have seen and experienced the psyche of our city. Its 

smell, atmosphere, weather, light and shadow, languor and 

lassitude, are all in these images. There is a certain poetry, 

inevitability and comfort in that. 

Louise Martin-Chew is a Brisbane-based visual arts writer.
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Paintings

The Red Garter  1997

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 120 x 190cm

Stove shop and Chinese 

restaurant  1993

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 122 x 153cm

Self portrait, with ocean 

painting  2007

Oil on linen / Courtesy of the artist 

Size: 60 x 90cm

Wall of curtains I  2003

Oil on canvas / Courtesy of the 

artist / Size: 204.5 x 132cm

The visitor, Miami  2002

Oil on linen / Courtesy of the artist 

Size: 55 x 90cm

Trouble in Surfers Paradise  2002

Oil on canvas / Courtesy of the 

artist / Size: 80 x 150cm

Man waiting, Gold Coast  2001

Oil on linen / Courtesy of the artist 

Size: 55 x 90cm

Fish and chips, Kirra  2004

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 80 x 120cm

Approaching storm,  

Main Beach  2000

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 70 x 120cm

Normanby downpipes  2004

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 120 x 180cm

Sideshow alley, the Ekka  2008

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 140 x 230cm

Afternoon windows  2004

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 50 x 65cm

Exhibition list of works
Hot Bread  2003

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 100 x 100cm

Caxton Street  2004

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 125 x 186cm

Man reconsidering  

house colour  2006

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 110 x 175cm

Fourex Brewery at night  2006

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 70 x 250cm

Holiday couple,  

Sunshine Coast 2003

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 82 x 123cm

West End dress shop  2006

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 79 x 137cm

Gold Coast from 

Aquarius Towers  1999

Oil on canvas / Collection of Gold 

Coast City Gallery / Size: 120 x 360cm

Wynnum at night  1995

Oil on board / Private collection 

Size: 38 x 204cm

The Islander, Gold Coast  2008

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 100 x 180cm

Harry’s Fine Foods  2001

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 55 x 90cm

Valley night-scape  c1996

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 70 x 90cm

Brides to be  2004

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 90 x 120cm

Princess Theatre  2009

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 120 x 180cm
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On the steps  2002

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 55 x 90cm

Lunchtime figures  2001

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 55 x 180cm

Surfers Paradise units  2006

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 120 x 190cm

Story Bridge at dusk  2010 

Oil on linen / Gift of the Sir John 

and Lady Chandler Citizens 

Appreciation Fund, 2010  

City of Brisbane Collection, 

Museum of Brisbane

Rain over Paddington  2008

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 76 x 200cm

Green Bridge at dusk  2007

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 70 x 120cm

Nundah shopfronts  1996

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 95 x 160cm

Afternoon storm, Brisbane  2005

Oil on canvas / Commissioned  

2005 with funds from the Queensland 

Government / Collection of 

Queensland Art Gallery

Redcliffe lights at dusk  2009

Oil on linen / Collection of Redcliffe 

City Art Gallery, winner of 2009 

Redcliffe City Art Prize /  

Size: 53 x 248cm

Overpass  2006

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 77 x 135cm

Homage to Red Hill  2003

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 80 x 280cm 

Location: Enoggera Terrace,  

Red Hill

Blown head gasket, Kings 

Beach  1999

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 90 x 147.5cm

New Farm house at dusk  2007

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 77 x 135cm

Rain over the City  2005

Oil on Linen / Private collection

Shopping centre lovers  2002

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 55 x 90cm

Classic Motel, Gold Coast  2000

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 90 x 180cm

Uhlmann’s Butchers  1996

Oil on canvas / Private collection 

Size: 110 x 200cm

The Suburbanite  1999

Oil on linen / Collection of Wesley 

Hospital / Size: 88 x 153cm

Elton Court, Kirra  1999

Oil on linen / Collection of Wesley 

Hospital / Size: 115 x 200cm

Woman and dachshund,  

Moffatt Beach  2006

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 77 x 135cm

Cloudy city from North  

Quay  2002

Oil on linen / Private collection 

Size: 100 x 300cm

 

  

Works in cabinet 

1 Red horses  1989

  Oil on masonite / Private 

collection / Size: 19.6 x 32.5cm

2 Red horse green grass  1989

  Oil on masonite / Private 

collection / Size: 12 x 24cm

3  Study for Uhlmann’s 

Butchers 1996 / Size: 20 x 30cm

4  Study for Fourex Brewery 

at night  2006

Size: 13 x 42cm

5  Study for Man reconsidering 

house colour  2006

Size: 16 x 23cm

6  Study for The Islander, 

Gold Coast  2008

Size: 19 x 30cm

7  Study for Surfers Paradise 

units  2006

Size: 18 x 29.5cm

8  Study for Princess Theatre  2008

Size: 17 x 25cm

all pencil on paper 

Courtesy of the artist

9  Walking the dogs, 

Red Hill 1 1995

 Oil on linen / Courtesy of the artist 

Size: 17 x 30cm

10  Walking the dogs, 

Red Hill 2  1995

 Oil on linen / Courtesy of the artist 

Size: 17 x 30cm



12


