
MYTH AND LEGEND

Sidney NOLAN, Death of Captain Fraser, 1948, Ripolin oil enamel, Dulux alkyd and Duco 
nitrocellulose on Masonite. 

NORTH TO QUEENSLAND 

With the Ned Kelly series completed in July 1947 Nolan was keen to 
escape the hothouse of emotional intensity of life at Heide, and the 
invitation from the young poet Barrie Reid to visit him in Brisbane 
gave him an immediate route out. There was also a consideration  
to try to find some closure for his brother’s death in Cooktown  
and to visit his grave in Townsville. 

His first experience of air travel, flying over the landscapes of 
northern Victoria he knew well and then onto unfamiliar territory 
over northern NSW to tropical Queensland, was compelling.  
Flying was to become Nolan’s regular form of travel and the  
views from above a key inspiration for many works:

The really solid impact however was flying over the MacPherson 
Ranges. Mt Warning is such a superb mountain and the plane 
seemed to hover around it (bumping slightly for the first time) 
making it accessible and familiar in a way that even climbing it 
could not do. Hard strong country with a power almost tangibly 
beating out of it …
 – Letter to John Reed, 10 July 1947

Barrie Reid had introduced Nolan to the Oxley Library where the 
journals, original photographs and published accounts of the 
nineteenth-century explorers of Queensland were held. One that 
particularly held his attention was the story of Mrs Fraser as told 
in John Curtis’ The wreck of the Stirling Castle (1883). Nolan had 
already heard stories of Fraser Island and he quickly decided  
to go there with Barrie, writing to John Reed about his plans: 

Also it will cover the ground, or sea, or the wreck of the Sterling 
[sic] Castle near Fraser Island which led to the strange story 
I have mentioned of a convict and the Captain’s wife making 
their way down to Brisbane past the glasshouses (mountains). 
Possibly these things have no direct relation to painting but  
they have something to do with tradition that someone has  
to expose and clarify sooner or later.
 – Letter to John Reed, 10 July 1947

Making their way north by train they travelled across the narrow 
passage on a barge and stayed for six weeks at a timber workers’ 
camp. Nolan described the landscape:

The country, almost all of it is densely timbered Aussie bush  
in its original state with patches of rain forest and palms … 
Some of its (stories) are myth, some fantasy, some truth so  
as it goes it all makes up the identity of the island. … It is 
probably a unique place in many ways, for a start it is an island 
which does things to you … The psyche of the place has bitten 
into me deeply and I feel unresolved with it in a way that  
I cannot explain easily …
 – Letter to John Reed, 28 August 1947

Back in Brisbane he prepared a series of twelve paintings based 
on the story of Mrs Fraser for exhibition at the Moreton Galleries 
in February 1948. Nolan did not wait to see the exhibition but flew 
down to Sydney in the last weeks of 1947. There he looked up  
John Reed’s sister Cynthia, now living in a cottage in Wahroonga 
with her young daughter, Jinx. They married three months later  
in March 1948, and the intense and entwined personal histories  
and rivalries caused Nolan to permanently break off relations  
with John and Sunday Reed. 

Fuelled by the accounts of the shipwreck of the ‘Stirling Castle’ off 
the coast of southern Queensland in 1836, Nolan resolved to make 
a new series of this narrative. Like the Kelly saga, it had incidents  
of betrayal and violence, and had also been a widely publicised 
story in its day. The main protagonist – Mrs. Fraser – had lived to 
tell her tale for a sixpence admission in London’s Hyde Park.  

In this series too, the landscape assumes the status of a character 
as Nolan continues to reflect on the way in which Australians of 
European origin have been shaped by the antipodean environment. 
Instead of reacting in alarm at the death of her husband, Nolan’s 
naked and partially sunburnt Eliza Fraser has an expression of calm 
bemusement, and a garland of native ferns gracefully frames her 
face. She has been stripped of her Victorian attire (except for her 
red stockings) and stands naked, covered in mud to protect her 
white skin from the fierce sun. She blends in with the landscape, 
which is punctuated by low-lying vegetation, and a makeshift tent.
This work is dated 1948 so was likely painted shortly after Nolan 
left Brisbane and came to live in Sydney at the time of the intensely 
emotional ending of his relationship with Sunday and John Reed:

I’d painted her as somebody who’d turned in her convict 
rescuer; she is called a traitress, but now I have to rethink her, 
seeing her history … In 1947, she was of interest to me because 
she was bound up with an emotional state I was in, a state  
that is of course private …1

FOCUS WORK: DEATH OF CAPTAIN FRASER 1948



Sidney NOLAN, Burke and Wills Expedition, 1948, Ripolin oil enamel, Dulux alkyd and Duco nitrocellulose on Masonite.

This painting depicts explorers Robert O’Hara Burke and William 
John Wills, who set off from Melbourne in 1860 with the aim of 
being the first colonists to cross the continent from the south to 
the Gulf of Carpentaria in the north. With all their camels, crew and 
supplies, it was the largest and best funded expedition in Australian 
history, yet their venture was ultimately an epic failure and all but 
one of the expeditioners perished. 

Their story quickly became part of an Australian myth surrounding 
the fearsome ‘dead heart’ and as details of mismanagement  
and the circumstances of their deaths became known, their 
‘heroism’ became more questionable. Nolan’s first trip through 
central Queensland almost 100 years later in 1947, gave him a 
sense of their experience and he continued to address the story 
over the next twenty years, finding nuances in the narrative as  
his work evolved:

Wanting to paint the B&W really comes from a need to freshen 
history and to make those remote happenings really belong  
to us now. 2

I’d begun ironically looking around for figures to put into the first 
landscapes of Central Australia – and coming up with Burke 
and Wills. I’d been as bored as anyone by them at school and 
thought of them as clichés. But the war jolted me out of that – 
and when I saw the environment, I appreciated their suffering, 
though I was still being ironic. 3

FOCUS WORK:  
BURKE AND WILLS EXPEDITION 1948

1 Sidney Nolan interview with Nicholas Rothwell, The Weekend Australian, 15 July 1989.
2 Sidney Nolan letter to Geoffrey Dutton, 28 April 1967.
3 Sidney Nolan in Sydney Morning Herald, 11 November 1985.



1. A SHORT STORY ABOUT AUSTRALIA

Australia is a land of extremes. Sidney Nolan has shown Australia 
as a hot, barren place where life can be dangerous and harsh. 
He also shows us its beauty – clear skies, endless horizons, 
unique foliage and glaring sun. How do you feel about remote and 
outback Australia after looking at Nolan’s paintings? Write a short 
story to accompany one of the paintings in this module. Aim to 
portray Australia as a land of extremes using some words from this 
list: lush, harsh, mysterious, spiritual, drought, parched, exotic, 
eventful, deceitful, peaceful, trauma, endless, gargantuan, endless, 
horizon, thirst, charred, despair, hope, fiction, folklore, narrative, 
expansive, vast, ancient, millennia, scorching, immortal, renowned, 
sparse, bold, glaring, oblivious, fate, spectacular, unceded, 
colonise, destruction, oblivion, genocide, exploration, adventure, 
breathtaking, heartbreaking, legendary.

2. FAKE NEWS – FOCUS WORK:  
DEATH OF CAPTAIN FRASER 1948

Repatriation of Indigenous place names is part of a process that 
reintroduces First Nation people’s perspectives into the narratives 
of our modern society. Watch the documentary entitled K’gari and  
read the articles Celebrating K’gari and Return to Paradise.  
Write responses to the following prompts:

•  What was the consequence of Eliza Fraser’s damaging  
narrative about Aboriginal people?

•  List reasons why the repatriation of Indigenous place names  
is important.

•  Research Indigenous place name repatriation in Australia  
and list some examples.

3. HEADLINES – FOCUS WORK:  
BURKE AND WILLS EXPEDITION 1948

This is the first painting in Nolan’s Burke and Wills series. It 
was created a year after the artist completed the first Ned Kelly 
paintings. The painting depicts the explorers, Robert O’Hara Burke 
and William John Wills, who, in 1860–1861, endeavoured to cross 
Australia from Melbourne to the Gulf of Carpentaria, but who 

RESPONDING

tragically died before reaching their final destination. The Burke  
and Wills story, like that of Ned Kelly, has become one of Australia’s 
national legends. In this painting, Nolan emphasises the heroism 
and stoicism of the two intrepid but ultimately tragic explorers of 
this story. Against a sparse desert landscape, Burke and Wills are 
portrayed on their camel and horse, boldly staring out at the  
viewer as they remain oblivious to their fate. 

The expedition was a disaster and Burke and Wills both died of 
malnutrition on the journey home. One of their mistakes was to 
reject the help and advice that Aboriginal people tried to offer them. 
They tried to provide members of the expedition with food and 
information about where to find waterholes. However, the explorers 
fired gunshots to scare them away and relied instead on their ever-
diminishing supplies. The two years-worth of supplies included: 
dried meat, vegetables, biscuits, tea, coffee, flour, rice and sugar. 
They also carried 80 sets of camel shoes, 12 dandruff brushes,  
a Chinese gong, a stationery cabinet, 200 pounds of soap and  
60 gallons of rum!

• List all of the things you can you see in this painting.
• Are the colours loud and bold or quiet and subdued?
• What would the desert sound like?
•  The figures look like they are pausing for a photograph.  

Why do you think Nolan did this? 
•  Do Burke and Wills look like confident explorers in this painting?
• Describe the background, in the far-off distance.
• What is in the foreground, closest to us?
• List the items that you would take with you on an expedition.
• What are the explorers wearing? What should they be wearing?
•  What do we have today to help us on long journeys that they 

didn’t have in 1860?
•  The country that Burke and Wills set out to explore was 

unmapped by European settlers and the desert was full of 
challenges for people inexperienced with the conditions. What are 
some possible dangers when travelling through the desert under  
those conditions?

Think about the issues explored in the legend of Burke and Wills. 
Write a headline and short newspaper article distilling the most 
important information. If you were a reporter, think of four questions 
would you ask them in an interview and imagine their responses. 
Incorporate their responses in your article.

4. NOLAN TIKTOK

Watch the TikTok examples provided below by Australian TikToker 
Mary McGillivray @_theiconoclass who creates TikToks to make art 
history accessible to a wider audience. Pay particular attention to 
the way this art historian reveals truths to debunk myths and reports 
highlights to get to the essence of her argument in short, engaging 
and informative TikTok videos. Your task is to create a TikTok  
or TikTok style video that unpacks one of Nolan’s paintings from  
the Myth and Legend module.

Lies you were told about the Renaissance
Benin Bronzes
Why is the Mona Lisa so famous?



THE FIGURE IN THE LANDSCAPE &  
THE LANDSCAPE IN THE FIGURE

Nolan’s figures are often depicted blending into the landscapes  
to which they belong so that figure and landscape seem to  
become one and the same. Which landscape do you belong to?  
Create a life-size image of yourself embedded in that landscape. 
On a sunny day, have someone trace around the shadow that 
your figure casts on the ground with chalk, remembering that 
your shadow is longer in the early or later part of the day. Within 
this shape, arrange found images, drawings, text and objects that 
suggest a landscape that you belong to and are a part of.  
What type of landscape will you occupy?

• Bushland
• Rainforest
• Desert
• Mountainous
• Snowy
• Coastal
• Wide open plain
• City
• Suburbia
• Futuristic

Photograph the final outcome from above and consider  
further manipulating the image digitally.
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A spectacular colonial narrative
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