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The oeuvre of Robert MacPherson can be read as an at once 
complex riddle and an almost impossibly candid gesture. 

By Rebecca Gallo

Robert MacPherson has been thinking about and making art for nearly 
six decades. The story goes that he decided to become an artist in 1955 
at age 18, teaching himself through art history books and self-devised 
exercises while working away in various jobs. He spent time as a painter 
and docker, a supervisor of cleaners and, later on, as an antiques dealer. 
It was a slow burn: his first exhibition was some 15 years later, in 1973, 
at the age of 36. 

This Brisbane artist, who worked a string of menial jobs, also went 
on to become a key figure in the community surrounding the Institute 
of Modern Art (IMA) in its formative years, one of Australia’s most 
important and internationally-focused centres for the exhibition and 
commissioning of experimental, esoteric and other non-commercial 
forms of art. MacPherson’s life and art seems to be full of such dualities: 
working class/intellectual; conceptual/personal; provincial/international. 

As the late American critic Clement Greenberg wrote in his 1965 essay 
“Modernist painting”, the limitations and defining features of a painting 
were “the flat surface, the shape of the support, the properties of the 
pigment”. In other words, a painting is the sum of a few basic parts 
configured in myriad ways. MacPherson’s process and outcome revolve 
around ‘inherency’, a term perhaps best defined by Rex Butler in 
Contemporary Visual Arts + Culture Broadsheet as “the idea that the 
finished work simply expresses in visual form the inherent property of the 
material used in making it”. The parts are rearranged, but the message 
remains the same. Along these lines, it could be argued that a name  
is simply the sum of its letters organised in a particular way, and that 
rearranging them may result in the discovery of a fundamental truth. 

ROBERT MACPHERSON 
MAYFAIR: DONUTS 4 
DONUTS, 1992–2006 
dulux weathershield 
acrylic on masonite 
91 x 122 cm

Courtesy the artist,  
Yuill | Crowley, Sydney 
and Queensland Art 
Gallery, Brisbane
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ROBERT MACPHERSON
NORM BREACHER OPTS
Robert MacPherson doesn’t fit into any neat categories for contemporary art: he opts 
to breach the norms. MacPherson’s work has been described as conceptual, minimal, 
archival and abstract. He converts everyday ideas and materials into the stuff of art, 
and constructs rules or boundaries for himself, which are drawn from a combination 
of his interpretations of art theory, the scale and reach of his body, and the inherent 
properties of the materials to hand. Each idea is explored to its logical endpoint, even 
if the works themselves don’t end up appearing all that logical unless you’ve been 
privy to the process that guided their execution. Some projects of note include:

- Interrogating Greenberg’s defining features of painting (surface/
support/pigment). When painting is reduced to its conceptual endpoint, 
the brush becomes the painting: the handle is pre-painted during manufacture. 
The object becomes (or already is) a painting, as well as being a tool to 
create more paintings. All of a sudden those subsequent paintings seem 
somewhat superfluous. So MacPherson presents paintbrushes as paintings 
in various iterations. In one series, the brushes themselves are absent, 
but represented by the names of different brands of paintbrush, rendered 
in text on board. This reductive line of inquiry seems equal parts earnest 
and absurd.

- Taking note of the colours assigned to particular items of clothing  
at the dry cleaner. Each cashier has a different definition of white, beige, 
cream, green, dark green, khaki. The receipts for each load of cleaning 
become instructions for paintings, and MacPherson reinterprets the names 
of each colour in acrylic paint and exhibits the receipt alongside the 
paintings. The dimensions of the paintings correspond to the yoke width  
of the artist’s shirts.

- Combining found objects – a plastic lobster, a chainsaw, a pair of shoes – with 
the Latin names of frogs spelt out in mass-produced ‘Metl-stik’ lettering, 
which you may remember from such places as suburban mailboxes. These 
Frog Poems series are like complex riddles: inside jokes for Latinophiles, 
herpetologists (frog botherers) and sesquipedalians (people who love 
to use perversely long words). 

All of these projects are simultaneously convoluted, simple, bewildering, poetic 
and easy. How you experience them will depend on how much you know and 
how you look at things. Sometimes, MacPherson’s works are best taken at face 
value, if you can manage it. To see things for what they are instead of searching 
for symbolic meaning.

Opposite 
ROBERT MACPHERSON 
1000 FROG POEMS: 1000 
BOSS DROVERS (“YELLOW 
LEAF FALLING”) FOR H.S. 
(details), 1996–2014 
graphite, ink and stain  
on paper 
2400 units  
30 x 42 cm (each)

Purchased 2014 with funds 
from the Queensland Art 
Gallery | Gallery of Modern 
Art Foundation, Paul and 
Susan Taylor, and Donald 
and Christine McDonald 
Collection: Queensland  
Art Gallery, Brisbane

Below 
ROBERT MACPHERSON 
SCALE FROM THE  
TOOL, 1976 
acrylic on canvas 
19 panels 
76.5 x 20.8 x 3.5 cm (each) 

Courtesy the artist  
and Queensland Art  
Gallery, Brisbane
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CRAM HONEST 
PROBER
MacPherson is a prober of various theories about what 
art is, and what it could be. He is honest to his materials. 
Where a lot of art is about making materials appear to be 
something they are not – a bust is first a portrait, then  
a sculpture, then a composite of metals – MacPherson’s 
materials are often the subject of exploration, coming under 
interrogation in the process. 

MacPherson crams letters onto uniform mylar boards, 
reproducing the idiosyncratic rhythms of hand-painted 
advertising signs – not those created by professional sign 
painters, but by small-scale traders for whom the limitations 
of materials (pre-purchased or salvaged board, 
housepainter’s brushes, leftover house paint) prove  
no impediment to getting their message across. If you run 
out of space, just continue on the next line. No worries mate. 
MacPherson reproduces these peculiar line breaks and 
exhibits them en masse, like so much concrete poetry. 

Above 
ROBERT MACPHERSON 
MAYFAIR: (SWAMP 
RATS) NINETY-SEVEN 
SIGNS FOR C.P., J.P., 
B.W., G.W. & R.W., 
1895–1995 
acrylic on masonite 
97 panels  
91.5 x 61 cm (each)

Purchased 1998 with 
a special allocation 
from the Queensland 
Government. Celebrating 
the Queensland Art 
Gallery’s Centenary 
1895–1995

Collection: Queensland 
Art Gallery, Brisbane

Opposite top 
ROBERT MACPHERSON 
SCALE FROM THE TOOL 
(SABCO), 1977 
enamel, gold foil on 
wood, paintbrush 
five units  
27 x 9 x 2 cm (each)

Opposite Below 
ROBERT MACPHERSON 
MAYFAIR: LAMINGTON 
DRIVE, FOR IGOR 
MULLER-GRABINSKY., 
1995–2005 
dulux weathershield 
acrylic on masonite 
four panels  
91 x 122 cm (each)

Courtesy the artist, 
National Gallery of 
Australia, Canberra, 
Queensland Art Gallery, 
Brisbane, and  
Yuill | Crowley, Sydney
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ROBERT 
MACPHERSON
PROBES ROAM 
TRENCH
A fair number of scholarly articles and books have been 
written about MacPherson from the 1970s onwards, 
most of them focused on decoding the often opaque 
constellations of meaning encoded within each of his 
series. These interpretations function as probes that 
roam the trenches of MacPherson’s practice. Sometimes 
the probes roam around the wrong trench, as in  
a somewhat infamous episode in 2008 when a state 
gallery intern combined ‘our’ MacPherson with a 19th 
century Scottish photographer of the same name, and 
the outcome was mistakenly published for posterity. 

*****

Attempting to define an artist through anagrams of his 
name may seem oblique, but it is akin to the sort of 
process that MacPherson undertakes when making 
art. His work seems to suggest that meaning can be 
found in – or made out of – just about anything,  
and that the permutations of parts can lead to infinite 
variations of a sum. 

The poetry of the everyday is rich with potential, and 
there is something lovely in noticing the beauty in the 
overlooked. In someone like MacPherson’s hands, the 
ubiquitous leaky-pen-in-the-shirt-pocket scenario 
– perhaps a diminishing trend in the digital era – 
becomes a rich ground for exploration. In his MAYFAIR: 
PEERLESS series (2002–2007), a selection of white 
shirts, all in MacPherson’s size and to the artist’s scale, 
is presented with ink stains emanating from the front 
pocket. Ink is darkest on the part of the shirt that 
covers the heart, from where it descends in translucent 
washes. A stunning gradient is created and this white, 
collared shirt – the mundane uniform of middle 
management – becomes a painting, a work of art. 
This re-assignment feels at once subversive, liberating, 
playful and redemptive.

MacPherson has created a number of works under the 
authorship of Robert Pene, a perennial fourth-grader 
with immense illustrative talent and an astute eye for 
puns and details. An artist who never sought formal 
training and is already arguably an outsider has created 
a persona who would most definitely be categorised 
as such. Pene’s pencil sketches of Boss Drovers –  
everyday heroes of the Australian outback – all bear 
the same crudely penned header, “Robert Pene St. 
Joseph’s Convent Art grade IV”, a close-up pencil 
portrait, and a footer with the drover’s name. Some 
are even adorned with “Special Merit” stamps to 

enhance the schoolboy fiction, and all have been 
artificially distressed to give a patina of age. 

Why not just pen the drawings as MacPherson? 
Perhaps the answer lies in Picasso’s famous 
comment, “It took me four years to paint like 
Raphael, but a lifetime to paint like a child”, 
suggesting that a child’s mark is the most direct  
and unselfconscious – and therefore desirable.  
In Pene’s drawings, the wrinkles, bulges and scars  
of each face are emphasised, and it’s through the 
innocently unflattering eye of a child that we are 
best placed to read these lines as marks of character 
and achievement rather than spotlights on 
imperfection. It’s also interesting to note that these 
drawings are markedly different to anything else  
in MacPherson’s oeuvre. With their personal, narrative 
element, the Boss Drovers drawings are a kind  
of paean to a dying trade that has been central  
to the development of Australia since colonisation. 
This sentimentality is notably absent from the rest 
of MacPherson’s work, hence perhaps the need  
to distance himself via an intermediary.

According to Angela Goddard, former Curator  
of Australian Art at the Queensland Art Gallery | 
Gallery of Modern Art, MacPherson works on 
multiple registers. Depending on your prior 
knowledge – of art, or art theory, or droving,  
or the Peerless dry cleaning franchise, or Holden 
model codes – you will encounter and enjoy the 
work in different ways. It seems a convenient  
way to wrap up his practice as a something-for-
everyone proposition, but it also seems pretty 
accurate. If you can accept that you won’t 
necessarily uncover it all – and in any case, that 
would be a bit too easy – there will be something  
to hook you and pull you further in. Maybe you’ll 
even be tempted to dip your toe in the trenches 
roamed by academic probes; to uncover why  
he opts to breach norms. It can take a while,  
but once you get into the rhythm of the riddles  
and references that make up MacPherson’s world, 
it’s a pretty interesting place to inhabit.

Robert MacPherson: The Painter’s Reach shows from 
July 25 to October 18, 2015 at Queensland Art Gallery | 
Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane.

Robert MacPherson is represented by  
Yuill | Crowley, Sydney

qagoma.qld.gov.au


