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Bare: Degrees of undress at National 
Portrait Gallery
Art review

Bare: Degrees of undress.
National Portrait Gallery, King Edward Terrace, Parkes. Closes November 15. Open daily 10am to 5 pm, free 

admission.

The National Portrait Gallery's mission statement reads: "The purpose of the National Portrait 
Gallery is to increase the understanding and appreciation of the Australian people – their identity, 
history, culture, creativity and diversity – through portraiture."

Historically the portrait gallery was conceived as a "collection of worthies', portraits of Australians 
who made the country great".
This attitude over time mellowed and became more inclusive and reflected diversity, so that 
celebrated athletes, musicians, entertainers, bushrangers and rogues of all description entered the 

Polly Borland's photograph of Germaine Greer in "Bare: Degrees of Undress". Photo: Polly Borland



collection, but thankfully most of the prime ministers stayed away and remained in the hallowed 
halls of Old Parliament House.

The word "naked" is nowhere to be 
seen in the mission statement and while 
states of undress could be seen as 
appropriate for swimmers, Michael Klim 
and Ian Thorpe, or the pop sensation 
Sherbet, porn stars recorded by Rennie 
Ellis, an extrovert gallery director 
photographed by the celebrated New 
York photographer Andres Serrano, or 
the moving portrait by Janet Dawson of 
her husband Michael Boddy, nudity was 
hardly a collecting priority for the 
fledging portrait gallery.

As much as we all like promotional tags 
such as "all revealed" in the new 
exhibition, little is laid bare and in fact 
most of the 90 portraits included in this 
show get in on the fine print, as they 
show "a bit of skin".

It is not that Australian art lacks a strong 
tradition of nakedness and nudity, but 

the National Portrait Gallery collection of about 2400 works holds relatively few portraits of naked 
celebrities and this is an in-house show with only a solitary loan, a graphic work by Lucian Freud.
The exhibition would have benefited greatly if there could have been a few strategic major loans 
from other collections, such as from the National Gallery a couple of hundred metres away.

The fact that I could spot only a single female breast in the whole show should not be seen as a 
comment on Australian art, but may reflect a certain prudishness in the National Portrait Gallery's 
art collection.

David Walsh by Andres Serrano in "Bare: Degrees of Undress" 
exhibition. Photo: Andres Serrano



In fact the show tells us less about nakedness and nudity in Australian art and more about the 
tastes and values of those who have 
acquired works for this particular 
collection.
So what did the curators and trustees of 
the National Portrait Gallery like? Male 
full-chested nudity, but with pants on.
The candidates include a painting of 
Simon Tedeschi by Cherry Hood, 
photographs of Harry Kewell by Robin 
Sellick, a tragic and vulnerable image of 
Michael Hutchence by Polly Borland, a 
snap of Bon Scott by Rennie Ellis, the 
classic photographic image of Russell 
Page by Tracey Moffatt, Ian Thorpe by 
James Houston and the lovely 
Dichotomia, Barry Otto, a photographic 
creation by Peter Brew-Bevan.
Other bare-chested sitters include 
Michael O'Loughlin, Gordon Andrews, 
Nat Young, Michael Johnson, Dave 
Graney, Bill Slater, Jeff Fenech and Andy 
Kent.
The coy in-your-face nudity of Professor 
Germaine Greer, a photograph by Polly 
Borland, is one of the few female 

images shown in their birthday suits in the exhibition, even if it is in the classic pose which 
conceals frontal nudity.
Many of the women are shown either fully clad, as in the case of Elle Macpherson, the golden girls 
(Olympic swimmers from the Athens Olympics) and Annette Kellerman, or head-and-shoulders 
studies of Megan Gale, Hetti Perkins, Sally Robins, Chine Anu, Junie Morosi and Nicole Kidman. 
Lovely, but certainly not as revealing as the images of the blokes acquired for the collection.
Of course one can endlessly interrogate images through the prism of art history and there is no 
shortage of apt quotations adorning the walls of the exhibition, but the show is somewhat of "a 
theme in search of a collection".
In the exhibition there is no shortage of glamorous works and gems from the collection, some of 
which have been rarely exhibited, for example, I cannot remember seeing the life-size Serrano 
photograph of David Walsh before, but there is limited thematic coherency in the show. Its 
usefulness is as a review the gallery's collection through a new and perhaps not totally convincing 
filter.
While this may not be an exhibition which gives us the truth and nothing but the naked truth, it is a 
show full of beauty, glamour and a spot of prudishness.

A photograph of Michael Hutchence by Polly Borland in "Bare: 
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