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PAINTING THE DEAD HORSE

Recent discoveries in neural science suggest our brain deals first in images — visual and auditory
belore tuming them into words and expressive meaning. It is 3 nice confirmation, if you like, of the old
arlistic instinct that poems, paintings, or whatever, first have to “be” before they can “become”,
however serious, intelligent or thought-provoking this might then eventually prove. All of which is a
roundabout way of saying that, before we start trying to unravel just a few of the complex resonances
and associations aroused by John Kelly's series of enigmatic paintings depicting the effigy of a
legendary Australian racehorse of the 30s (Phar Lap) situated within an empty London studio/gallery
space (the Sladefex-Courtauld Institute Galleries where the artist has recently been working and
producing these paintings while on a scholarship), we are, first of all, hooked by the sheer poetic force
and variety of the strange imagery he conjures up from such unpromising sounding material and the
simplicity and direciness with which he then proceeds 10 set this down. We need. in shorl, lo know
nothing of the what, when and where of the painlings lo know thal we wanlt lo know a great deal more
about all of thesa things.

There are, first, the "Australian” elements of these paintings to consider, that provide, in a sense, their
original subject-matter and content. Kelly himself, though born in Bristol in 1965, went to live in
Australia when he was just six months old, His education, training and visual experience have been
largely shaped by the country while his choice of the Phar Lap theme, "A horse with a nation's soul
upon his back/Australia’s Ark of the covenant, setBefore the people, perfect, loved like God™ in Peter
Porter's evocative poem Phar Lap in the Mclbourne Muscum, is a story as Australian in its heroic
essence as Sidney Nolan's was of Ned Kelly. Indeed, in 2 painting not being shown here but,
significantly enough, in Australia and entitled Homage to Sir Sid. John Kelly pays affectionate tribute to
a famous and repeatedly used Nolan image of a horse falling/rolling on its back and again, as Nolan
uses il, an ambiguous image. And, given Nolan's often ironic trealment of various Auslralizn legends,
the series itself also becomes willy irony piled on witty irony.

But, before it all becomes impossibly “cool” post-Modern in flavour, John Kelly thoughtfully pulls us
hack with a group of startling close-up and disorientating studies of Phar Lap's rich chestnut-red hide -
Torso (no. 20) and Big Red Landscape (no, 12) — which remind us of the artist's natural grounding in
the experience of the red earth of the Australian landscape. And he also makes a nice pun on one of
Phar Lap's nicknames  Big Red!

Then there are, of course, lhe gueslions of art-hislory and arl criticism implicit in such subject-matter,
iIssues which Kelly lakes on wilh wil and relish, and with a real regard for its past, present and even,
future position. Some of the painlings wilh ligures, for example, suggesl the centaurs of Classical
myth, olhers, of the horse alone, of 18lh C horse-painling, while al olher poinls one is reminded of the
panlomime horses ol lale 19th/early 20thC popular entertainment. In recognising all of these
associations openly and at once he is also acknowledging the essentially post-modern elements which
reside in the subject itself. For the original effigy of Phar Lap, the subject of continued public adulation
in the Museum of Victoria, Melbourne, however remarkably life-like it may appear, represents no more
than the skiffully preserved and stuffed hide of the horse, whose skeleton rests in New Zealand and
whose, incredibly large, heart is in the National Museum, Canberra. Yet it is this very “deadness”
which gives John Kelly permission in the first place. to undertake all kinds of liberties and indignilies
with Phar Lap — chopping in half, decapilaling, dismembering and rearranging, having men disappear
inside him, packing him inlo lifls — wilhout, al any point appearing simply cheeky, clever or even
disrespectiul to the legend. Curiously, the sense is almost exactly the opposite of this, a melancholic
and poetic sense of loss at Phar Lap's nof being there, that makes this series of paintings into a form
of meditation on death and absence. Kelly's obsessive, fertile imagination quietly underlines the
thought that you don't have to haul a dead shark all the way from Australia and stick it in a tank of
formaldehyde (a clue!) simply to contemplate the idea of death in the 1990s, and that the grealesl
wonders and sensatons of our contemporary imaginabive life still exist in those millions upon millions
of connections thal run lo and from eye, brain and hand and then back through us.

Nicholas Usherwood
September 1997
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The Art of John Kelly

As a child in Melbourne my father frequently took me to the strangely named National Gallery of
Victoria. Every slale in Australia had a ‘National Gallery' in those days. except Canberra, the nalional
capital. The An Gallery incorporated the museumn so that in order to inspect the stuffed bandicoots,
mineral samples and dusty Aboriginal artifacls, we had to scurry pasl the pictures: the Sickerls,
Signacs, the Burne-Jones's and the enormous Tiepolo, which always rather embarrassed the curators
until they leamed that ‘The Banguet of Cleopatra’ was about the best Tiepolo outside of Venice and
Wirzburg.

Most of the citizens of Melbourne only saw their local collection — and it was a dislinguished one — as a
vague blur, since we were always in such a hurry to view Lhe piéce de résistance of the museum: Phar
Lap. It was the most celebraled still-ife in Oceania. The famous racehorse stood, impeccably stuffed,
in a large glass case, and there was always a small group of awe-struck spectators around this
mysterious effigy. Office workers would often pop into the Museum in Lheir lunch hour just o pay their
respects lo lhe most celebrated dead horse in Australia. Many were eating sandwiches and sausage
rolls as they stared up mesmerised by those unblinking glass eyes.

Now, a young and gifted Auslralian artist has re-examined and re-animated this aquine icon and, with
this remarkable and poelic series of paintings, at lasl liberated Phar Lap from his glass case and put
him back on the walls of a picture gallery. It is lo be hoped that the Melbourne Museum haslens o
acquire one of these beautiful works for ils permanent collection and proudly displays it a few paces
from its mummified sitter,

Bamry Humphries
September 1997
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