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D ead just two months shy of his 
twenty-ninth birthday, Ramsay 
enjoyed considerable success, 

most notably in Paris where he lived for less 
than two years from 1901 to 1902. Here he 
lived as the archetypal bohemian artist in 
a shared, cold, cramped studio apartment. 
But in March 1902 he had no less than 
four paintings accepted in the Paris New 
Salon – unheard of for any artist, let alone 
an unknown Australian – three of which 
were included in the recent NGA survey 
(concluded 29 March). At about the same 
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time he was introduced to Dame Nellie 
Melba who commissioned him to paint her 
portrait in London. It was never finished 
because Ramsay’s health forced him back to 
Australia (the 1902 sketch for the painting 
was in the survey), but he did complete a 
fine portrait of Melba’s young niece, Miss 
Nellie Patterson, in Melbourne in 1903, by 
which time Melba had become something 
of a patron. Then, in 1904, Two Girls in 
White (The Sisters) – often regarded as his 
masterpiece – was shown at the Federal Art 
Exhibition in Adelaide to huge acclaim.
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So, in his short life Ramsay did enjoy a 
measure of success. But his ambition was 
not to be successful as such – that was 
simply a measure – but to be good enough 
to stand amongst the best.

It may have been a short life, but there 
is quite a story to tell. In fact, Ramsay 
did a good job of telling that story 
himself because he was an obsessive 
self-portraitist. His reputation probably 
rests on his portraits of other people, but 
throughout his time in Paris and then 
during his attenuated decline back in 
Australia, Ramsay constantly painted 
himself. No doubt – especially in Paris 
– these were exercises, and he was an 
available and cheap model. The Paris self-
portraits are often highly contextualised 

by detailed depiction of the studio as 
background. Interior of the Artist’s Studio 
(1901) and The Artist’s Studio (1901) 
show just the studio but are, in effect, 
self-portraits. The space, its furnishings 
and the artistic accoutrements are clues 
to the absent artist and signs of his 
practice. Today, these paintings read like 
the artefacts left behind from a journey 
of exploration. They reveal to us Ramsay’s 
ruminations on himself and his values 
as an artist. For Ramsay, painting was 
a vocation. Success mattered, but not as 
much as painting itself.

In Portrait of the Artist standing before 
an easel (1901-02) Ramsay stands full-
figure, palette and brushes in his right 
hand, painting brush in his left. In the left 

foreground is an angled canvas, on the right 
a woven stool. In the background an upright 
piano signals Ramsay’s passion for music. 
The side of his face is shadowed, so it is 
not clear whether Ramsay is looking at the 
viewer or at the canvas. Most astonishing is 
the brilliant painterly white of the vertical 
canvas edge, echoed in the background 
by the white score on the piano and in the 
foreground by light reflected off the stool. 
These are devices learned from his teacher 
at the National Gallery School, Lindsay 
Bernard Hall, devices which serve to unify 
the picture plane and create a tension 
between surface and depth. In short, we are 
reminded that we are looking at a painting, 
not just at an illusion of reality. We are not 
looking at some blinkered traditionalist, but 
at an avatar of modernism.
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Back in Australia, Ramsay spent time in 
the country supposedly convalescing, and 
the self-portrait was again a convenient 
subject for painting. He did numerous 
paintings and drawings whose variety 
represents a searing self-examination in 
the face of mortality. Conscious of his 
limited time, Ramsay – like Rembrandt 
– used the self-portrait to ruthlessly and 
relentlessly examine his gradual separation 
from this world.

Telling artists’ stories is what curated 
surveys do, and the NGA's show with 
Deborah Hart as lead curator did this 
splendidly. It was hung in an articulated 
flow of intimate rooms which quietly led 
us, deeper and deeper, into Ramsay’s world. 
It is hard to imagine it could have been 
any more comprehensive, except perhaps 
to have had a kind of ancillary exhibition 
of Ramsay’s rich legacy of drawings – 
although there were ample examples of 
Ramsay’s silky skill with a pencil.

Of the various stories presented by the 
survey there is, of course, his personal 
life. He was clearly a very likeable man – 
outgoing, amusing, a talented musician, 
thoughtful and sensitive – whose sad 
romantic life ended when his engagement 
to the young Lischen could not survive his 
advancing tuberculosis. 

Then there is the artistic journey. The 
student life studies in oil are luminous, 
revealing the rigorous training he received 
under Bernard Hall. These are proto-
modernist paintings with their abstract 
pictorial organisation and arrangement of 
soft, close-toned areas of colour applied in 
thin transparent layers – the sensuous white 
flesh contrasted against the girls’ dark hair 
and modulated browny-green background 
– flattening the picture plane. They were 
exercises driven by Hall’s advocacy of 
Velásquez’s approach to tone, light, shadow 
and painterly rendering of fabric.

The girls’ richly textured loose, white 
waistbands signal the next stage in 
Ramsay’s artistic journey. In Europe, he 
was strongly affected by seeing Whistler in 
the flesh. Of Whistler’s The Artist’s Mother 
he wrote to Hall: ‘It doesn’t seem to have 
been painted, but just thought on, by a 
most refined and distinguished mind.’

It is tempting to say that from Whistler 
he took pictorial inspiration while from 
Sargent he took an enthusiasm for rich 
painterly textures, especially fabrics. But 
Whistler celebrated the act of painting 
just as much as Sargent – as indeed did 
the much under-rated and misrepresented 
Bernard Hall. What this survey did so 
beautifully – and in such a welcomely 
meditative and unhurried way – was to 
reveal an artist who was above all a painter 
and for whom the act and perception 
of painting was an end in itself, just as 
meaningful as any narrative or symbol 
conveyed by it.

If you missed this fine survey, that is a 
pity, because it will be a long time before 
such a comprehensive collection of this 
outstanding Australian artist’s work is 
pulled together again. But there is an 
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06  Miss Nellie Patterson, 1903, oil on canvas, 122.3 x 92.2 cm, 
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Courtesy the National Gallery of Australia, Canberra

excellent catalogue available with most of 
the works accurately reproduced and essays 
by the curators.   
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