
JAMES GLEESON INTERVIEWS: GRAHAME KING 

18 October 1979 

JAMES GLEESON: Grahame, from what you have been showing me of your 
work, I can see that in our representation of you there is a big gap between the 
group which represents your earlier period and your more recent work. But 
before we get on to that gap, can we look through what we have from your earlier 
period, and can you tell us something about them? How did you become 
interested in printmaking? 

GRAHAME KING: It is a question of opportunity with printmaking—whether the 
artist can get to the machinery or the workshop. Whereas I was a lithographer in 
the commercial field before the war, I did not see a press or touch lithography for 
twenty years, from 1940 till 1960. Then I had the offer from the Royal Melbourne 
Institute of Technology to use the presses.  

JAMES GLEESON: When was that?  

GRAHAME KING: It would have been about 1961. In 1960/61 a group of artists 
were invited to use the presses. They gave us one day a week free of students 
when we could use all the presses. 

JAMES GLEESON: Who made that sensible suggestion? 

GRAHAME KING: Vic Greenhouse, who was then head of the art school there. 
Tate Adams was head of the printmaking department. He and Fred Williams, 
Hertha Kluge-Pott, Barbara Brash, one or two others and I would use the room 
one day a week—I think it was on a Thursday. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

GRAHAME KING: We did rather a lot of work. I was the only lithographer. They 
had a very good offset proofing press, which I was familiar with from my 
commercial work years ago. It helped me, as my painting was in a transition 
period. I was still struggling with the academic background and the contemporary 
scene that I had been working with for many years. The printmaking was some 
relief—I could be free of the academic things. You mentioned the prints in the 
collection. This first print is Gothic tracery. It was an early one. I was concerned 
with producing work in which the identity of the hand and how it was made were 
completely lost. I can’t copy my work—it happens once. It is highly technical, in 
one sense. Whereas the average artist moves into lithography simply, by drawing 
with a crayon or a brush on the plate—you can see exactly what he is doing and 
why he is doing it—I was trying to make marks on the plate so that you could not 
see how or why they were done. 
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JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

GRAHAME KING: I had many questions about that, even from my students. The 
only explanation is: if you were going to make those marks, how would you make 
them on a piece of paper? That is what I am doing on the plate. You are going to 
find a way of making a series of marks. These marks relate to my interest in what 
developed from landscape but came to the minutiae—the almost microscopic 
work and texture as such. This in turn evokes all sorts of other things for me. So 
whereas my original training and thinking was in landscape painting and I have 
moved away from that, yet there is something left. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. There is nearly always some residual thing that gives 
an impulse towards— 

GRAHAME KING: The process itself leads one to create what is finally created. 
My philosophy would have to be that I know the direction in which I am going but 
I certainly do not know the end product until it has happened. 

JAMES GLEESON: Grahame, I take it from what you have said that you do not 
start with a preliminary drawing and then translate it onto the stone or the plate. 

GRAHAME KING: There is certainly no accurate drawing. There may be a 
consideration. I would still draw in the landscape. I would bring it in and think 
about it and a shape might come from it, but it is not in any way an accurate 
statement about any visual experience.  

JAMES GLEESON: No detailed preliminary drawing is done? 

GRAHAME KING: No, not a detailed drawing. I work, particularly at present, in 
gouache. The prints take a long time for me, and a long time to solve; there is at 
least a day between each colour. You have to find how many consecutive days 
you can use. A print sometimes takes weeks or months to resolve of itself. In 
doing a stocktake recently, I found 30 editions that were unfinished over a period 
of years. But I can make a gouache happen, if I am successful, in only a few 
hours. Sometimes from the gouache the idea is so rich—exactly what I want—
that I will make a print about that. It is never the same, but it might have the same 
spirit or some of the same symbols in it.  

JAMES GLEESON: I see. You have always printed your own prints. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: You have had your own press. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, I have had my own press for the last fifteen years, 
perhaps. I was very fortunate to get a press. It is a bit on the small size, but I 
have tried to make that an asset. For instance, one of the prints we will perhaps 
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come to in this collection is 60 inches. The press is built to print something 12 by 
15, but I can manipulate it. By designing for the limitations, I can make these 
larger prints. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

GRAHAME KING: They, in turn, have caused a certain type of thinking in my 
work. Sonia Dean, the curator of prints, came up some time ago, and I was 
talking about the same subject to her. She said, ‘This is what misleads the 
historians. They say that at such and such a stage King started making tall 
vertical prints; that he got interested in a particular format—not knowing that it 
was because of the limitations of his press’. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. Grahame, can we look at the print we have? Are 
these arranged in sequence?  

GRAHAME KING: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: The next print, 1965, is Tribal image. 

GRAHAME KING: I had limited time to work. It was not a matter of working every 
day. I would usually be trying out a variation of a technical possibility that I 
thought would work, whereas I could make an ordinary lithograph work any time I 
liked—that was not my concern. My concern was to find the magic of art by using 
various technical processes in the drawing of the plates. With the image in this 
case, I had been thinking vaguely about Aboriginal things. I do not see anything 
Aboriginal in it specifically now, and yet somehow it has a feeling. I have always 
found with titling pictures—I regret that I have to at times—that if I can find the 
right word that will push the observer in the direction I want him to go, that is 
good. On the other hand, I would agree with Klee that you could have just a 
complementary statement about your work. But it is difficult to find exactly the 
word I want. 

JAMES GLEESON: You mentioned that you work on plates rather than stone. 
Have you ever worked on stone? 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, but not for many years. If you have the ideal set-up for 
stone, the stone is more sympathetic to the artist. It is easier to draw on the 
stone, but it is much more difficult to use in terms of weight lifting— 

JAMES GLEESON: Technical and physical— 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, there are those problems. So unless you have an ideal 
studio, I would not consider it.  

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 
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GRAHAME KING: There is a larger technique available on stone—there is no 
question about that—but it is much harder work. Stone of any size is an 
incredible weight. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. So you use zinc? 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, I use zinc plates—sometimes aluminium, but mainly zinc 
plates. I use an offset press, whereas with a stone you would always use a direct 
press. It means I get a positive image from the plate. The stone always gave a 
reverse image. 

JAMES GLEESON: Grahame, when you start making your print, you work up to 
an artist’s proof that you find is satisfying and the right solution to the problems. 
From then on, in the run of the edition, are they exactly matched in each case? 
Do you stick to that rigorously, or do you experiment? 

GRAHAME KING: No. Because of the limitations of time and because I do 
everything myself, instead of producing a final proof I print the first plate. If that 
satisfies me, I print the edition of one colour. That is why I have this backlog of 
thirty unfinished prints. As I am not going to a positive finish, I have to look for 
that finish as I go. If I want an edition of twenty prints, I might start with thirty 
initially. As the next colour comes on, I might have made a mistake with one, or 
something might vary it and I am not satisfied with it, so it is down. It goes on. I 
usually print three or four colours, but sometimes up to seven or ten colours, on a 
print, before the print says it is finished. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see.  

GRAHAME KING: Do you understand? 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: At some stage the work of art takes over and I have to try and 
understand it. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, and that determines how many plates there are going 
to be? 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, I am afraid so.  

JAMES GLEESON: It is a complicated process, isn’t it? 

GRAHAME KING: If you take it that way, yes. It is the easiest thing in the world 
to invite an artist in, show him how to draw on a plate in one colour, and say, 
‘Now you can add a colour here, or you can add another colour’. There are no 
problems at all with the lithography, but that is not the area I am interested in. 
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JAMES GLEESON: No. You are researching what scope the medium itself has 
and how it can be used for a creative purpose. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes—some of the magic of the print. 

JAMES GLEESON: I notice that in all these earlier ones—you pointed it out—
you take the image right to fill the square. This changes after your experiences in 
Japan, which we will come to later. We are still in the early phase. This is 
Aftermath, also of 1965, three colours. 

GRAHAME KING: Again, an image has been drawn that interests me. With the 
image one has a feeling—be it dramatic or lyrical or whatever you happen to be 
feeling at the time. In the case of a number of these, the black was printed first 
and the colour was added to emphasise or decorate or complete the work.  

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

GRAHAME KING: That’s not always the case, but in this case it was. The image 
that I am drawing freely and expressively sometimes has a meaning other than 
what you thought. You could be literally drawing from a rock or a bent twig, which 
becomes some violent form of expression that is most exciting. The other aspect 
is musical. I am subconsciously aware of that, as I am a sort of a third-rate 
musician. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. I notice some musical instruments around the house. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes.  

JAMES GLEESON: Grahame, I notice that a recurring pattern through some of 
these things is a dark, solid, mass occupying a large area of the surface, and 
then a very ethereal, light contrasting area, which seems to float above it. Does 
this perhaps come from your landscape experience? 

GRAHAME KING: To some extent. In this period I was drawing two things. One 
is where you made an organic form happen. 

JAMES GLEESON: That is Primeval form. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. I deliberately drew a rock form, and I tried to oppose it 
with something—one is three-dimensional and one is almost two-dimensional—
almost geometric. But even in the geometry it is not the geometry of the square 
and the triangle; it is the geometry of two dimensions. It was an experiment. I 
wanted to see what it felt like with these two forms on the one print. They again 
have been imposed on this form. The background and the colour are purely to 
decorate it. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 
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GRAHAME KING: I still think it comes initially from landscape—certainly not 
figuratively. 

JAMES GLEESON: No. 

GRAHAME KING: There is very rarely any figuration in my work.  

JAMES GLEESON: Just on a technical point, when you say you draw on the 
plate, you often use a brush. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. This would be very accurately drawn. You could even 
rule with a pen if you wished to. You could draw with a pen, you could dab with 
your finger, you could blot—you could do all sorts of things. 

JAMES GLEESON: There is any number of ways of putting the mark down. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. We often use the desensitising solution in lithography to 
draw the reverse factor. There you cannot see so much of what you are doing. 
Some philosopher would say this is an accident. An accident does not fit into my 
philosophy—I have made something happen. 

JAMES GLEESON: It is a controlled accident. 

GRAHAME KING: I have made something happen, yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: As in Inge’s work, there is an ambiguity in this sense that 
you have two obviously rock-related forms, which seem to be floating.  

GRAHAME KING: That is so. People say that they see relationships in our work. 
We are not particularly conscious of it, but we are very involved in each other’s 
work and aware of it as it goes on. We have to discuss it and argue about it, 
etcetera. So there must be some influence at work somewhere. 

JAMES GLEESON: This is interesting because it is a great contrast in textures, 
too. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes— 

JAMES GLEESON: From a dense colour through to broken areas— 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, that is so. Again, I see the whole thing as a search. 
Whereas one artist is searching for himself or expressing himself in something or 
other, I do not think I am searching for myself. I am probably a medium through 
which something might happen—the most exciting thing I can have happen to 
me. 

JAMES GLEESON: I understand, yes. 
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GRAHAME KING: It is not easy. 

JAMES GLEESON: No. We are still in this earlier phase. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: This is Dark garden, 1966. 

GRAHAME KING: Again, it means nothing in the black and white photograph, 
but you can see that again it is a big, black, textured form, and this is obviously 
tree-like. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: Within that there is some colour. If I remember rightly, it has 
orange and green in it. It has been given a name at the end; you have christened 
it—like Paul Klee has a christening. That is what it is called now. It is nothing like 
a garden, but if it leads somebody to think that it is in the arboreal area, that is 
sufficient. If somebody thinks it is a portrait of their mother-in-law, I don’t mind. 

JAMES GLEESON: Grahame, would you stick to the identical colour scheme 
throughout the whole edition? 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. The editions, which are relatively small, from twelve to 
about twenty-five, may include three or four artists’ proofs. They would vary, but 
the edition is identical. Over the years I have been in the print business there 
have been various ideas, which used to be very strict, that the prints must be 
identical and that there must be no more than five artists’ proofs. But recently 
they have been accepting the odd print—as long as it is a work of art, it did not 
matter how it happened—although we still frown on the monotype, as such. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: But there would be variations in the sense that some people 
might do a dozen artists’ proofs. I noticed that at the recent exhibition of Redon 
we had down here, the whole exhibition was artists’ proofs; there was not one 
from an edition. Some collectors feel that if they have an artist’s proof it is 
something special. It is not necessarily so. It might not be the best print. It is just 
a different one. 

JAMES GLEESON: Americans seem to use a term called ‘RTP’ or ‘right to print’.  

GRAHAME KING: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: Do you go along with that kind of designation, which would 
mean the climax of the artist’s proofing stage, and the print from which the edition 
was then developed? 
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GRAHAME KING: Yes, I think that is reasonable. I suppose it is mixed up with 
ethics generally. We all have principles—perhaps at varying levels. The worst 
thing is the approximate reproduction of the print with everything slightly different 
and slightly out of register. I feel that a print must at least exhibit good technical 
evidence. I do not know a good artist who is weak in technique. 

JAMES GLEESON: Do you ever find that, due to some differences in inking or 
pressure or whatever, you get variations in effect? If so, do you discard that one?  

GRAHAME KING: It cannot become part of the edition if it is really different. I 
would accept it as an artist’s proof if it is still an adequate print or a beautiful 
thing. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, but not part of the edition. 

GRAHAME KING: No. 

JAMES GLEESON: You don’t number it as part of that? 

GRAHAME KING: No; that is why my editions are very small. We used to print 
on a variety of cheap papers until we got the edition running. We often found that 
some of the best were on these cheap papers, so now we tend to use good 
paper all the time. 

JAMES GLEESON: Right through.  

GRAHAME KING: Then, with the way we are thinking, we might use a print for 
the development of something else so that the misprint, although it is no longer 
anything to do with the edition, is the start of something else, be it a painting or 
anything at all. 

JAMES GLEESON: Do you have a favourite paper that you like to use? 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, only because it is very suitable to offset, and that is the 
French paper the Arches Satine. It has a nice smooth finish. A lot of lithographers 
work on a much more textured and absorbent paper, but this one suits me. I think 
a print should have a tactile quality. You want to pick up a print. It is a pity that 
they are always behind glass. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes—for their own protection, I suppose. But I know what 
you mean. They are something that is intimate, like a drawing that you feel you 
want to— 

GRAHAME KING: I use a certain amount of Japanese paper too, particularly on 
the big ones. The large one I mentioned before is on a paper I get from Japan—it 
is a handmade paper. It is 104 inches by 44 inches. 

JAMES GLEESON: Is it a rag paper? 
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GRAHAME KING: No. It would be ‘kozo’; ‘kozo’ is the reed it is made from. 
When we were in Japan we spent time in the paper-making villages and now I 
just get it in the post when I need it. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. What are its qualities, as distinct from the Arches? 

GRAHAME KING: You are aware of its handmade quality, whereas in the 
Arches you get a perfect rendition all the time. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: With the kozo it will be imperfect at times, which would worry 
you with certain prints you are making but with other prints it seems to add 
something more personal to it. There would definitely be a variation—not in 
colour, just the slightest blemish, a brush mark, on the paper, which makes it an 
individual thing. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. But you regard that as an asset, in a way. 

GRAHAME KING: Only on certain ones. I have to use it for a certain reason, 
particularly with the big ones. It is such a glorious thing to have this huge piece of 
paper. It is probably the tactile quality I like—this great lump of stuff. It is very 
tough. You can hardly tear it. It is not especially a printing paper. The Japanese 
use it for the shoji, the paper screens in the houses—I showed you—the 
windows and things.  

JAMES GLEESON: Is it translucent? 

GRAHAME KING: Not in that state. If it were held up to the light you would get a 
bit of light through, but it is a heavy paper. 

JAMES GLEESON: We are still on that early period; 1966, Reflections I. 

GRAHAME KING: These are a pair: Reflections I and Reflection II.  

JAMES GLEESON: Are they meant to be hung together? 

GRAHAME KING: Not necessarily together, but again this is the way it is 
worked. You can just see it in these prints—a common plate has been used. If 
you could see it in colour— 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: This plate is also printed on this print. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see.  

GRAHAME KING: To give it a different colour. 
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JAMES GLEESON: You have used the same plate for one and two. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, but a completely different image has been used over the 
top of it. That, again, is part of my creative process—the initial plate was so 
interesting that I wanted to try it again in a different form, which would take me in 
a slightly different direction. I have not done this a lot, but I use it. Sometimes the 
form is so tremendous that I would like to empty everything I could from it. It 
might be a number of prints. I never get time to do that, but I would like to. I 
suppose that is what I am talking about: my philosophy is a philosophy of search. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: I am searching for an idea that will move me. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

GRAHAME KING: It only moves me when it is finished. I have an idea of the 
direction to go, but that is all. It is a search. As you can see, although I’m 
supposed to be able to draw well, it is not apparent in these— 

JAMES GLEESON: What is apparent is the control of the medium, the use that 
you have put the medium to. 

GRAHAME KING: It comes down to what is drawing. Every mark, every shape is 
so exciting that it is not a matter of what it is or a matter of difference. 

JAMES GLEESON: If it were simply a printed drawing; it would have the 
character of a drawing and not of a print. 

GRAHAME KING: That is so, yes.  

JAMES GLEESON: This is The Cloud. 

GRAHAME KING: That is a bit later, 1966. It is a much larger print. This was at a 
time when, by using the maximum size of the plate on this press and doubling it, I 
could get a relatively large print. There are two halves of it. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: That suggests particular problems in design. This is one of 
the prints that came out of that period. I think I called it The Cloud. It was the time 
of the atomic discussion, and somehow the finished thing felt as though it was 
about that. There was this cloud form—an architectural form rather than an 
organic form. I was trying to oppose those two. It may be obscure without the 
explanation, but that’s what it was about, what I was thinking about—the threat. 

JAMES GLEESON: Are two plates used? 
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GRAHAME KING: Yes. There would be one and another colour—at least two for 
that—and there would be two or three for that. There would be five or six plates 
in the whole thing. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

GRAHAME KING: Again, it has this squared-up finish and so everything has to 
be drawn up exactly square. These little marks here are for the registration. So 
you can put it down exactly in position. 

JAMES GLEESON: So that is extending the scope of your press. 

GRAHAME KING: That is right. No good printer would do things like that in the 
trade, but I feel the artist should understand his trade and then extend it in any 
way he likes. If he can run over it with a bicycle, that is all right too.  

JAMES GLEESON: Are we still— 

GRAHAME KING: No, these are the more recent ones. This is what I call my 
post-Japanese period. 

JAMES GLEESON: Tell me about Japan. Your daughter is a Japanese scholar. 

GRAHAME KING: That’s right.  

JAMES GLEESON: She is an honours graduate in Japanese and worked in 
Japan. 

GRAHAME KING: She was there for nearly four years. 

JAMES GLEESON: What was she doing there? 

GRAHAME KING: She did an honours Japanese language course at Monash 
University. In the last six months of the course they send them to Japan to 
improve their speech and language and what not. In that six months, which must 
have been in 1974, we visited her for a month. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

GRAHAME KING: It was tremendously exciting. I had never concerned myself 
with any eastern philosophy in any depth. Because we had a built-in interpreter 
and an Australian interpreter and because she had many Japanese friends, we 
were able to do things that the tourist could not possibly do. Looking back, I 
realise it was terribly important for my work, although unconscious. It somehow 
removed some inhibitions. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 
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GRAHAME KING: I don’t think my work looks particularly Japanese in image or 
anything of that nature, but in the use of the white paper there is a relationship. It 
confirmed things that I had been playing with—that it is all right to have a lot of 
space around things; you do not have to fill everything up. We saw a lot of the 
Japanese printmakers’ work. We went through a number of the schools and we 
spent time in a paper-making village. We travelled a lot in Japan. 

JAMES GLEESON: I believe you took a lot of documentary film. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. Since then I have had to be an expert in areas of Japan. 
I do lectures for students and show them what is going on in Japan. I have had 
Japanese here who say they didn’t know that was going on. 

JAMES GLEESON: Is that so? 

GRAHAME KING: We were very fortunate. 

JAMES GLEESON: You went back to Japan several times? 

GRAHAME KING: Yes—a couple of years later we were back there again. By 
then my daughter had worked with some Japanese masters as an apprentice 
and she had friends all over Japan. They wanted to meet these queer parents 
who let their daughter wander around Japan—which, incidentally, is an incredibly 
safe country. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, one of the safest in the world. 

GRAHAME KING: We found them to be most interesting. Prior to this visit we 
tried to learn some Japanese, which is a help. But unfortunately, I am a bit too 
old to learn it. 

JAMES GLEESON: Not easy, is it? 

GRAHAME KING: No, but with just a few words they feel you have made an 
effort and they are pleased about that. In this second trip we widened our 
experience of Japan; we saw a lot more of it. I think it is the unconscious factors. 
One of the strangest experiences is that, whereas we have known Japanese 
prints all our lives and we think the funny angular cliffs and trees are some sort of 
convention, that is how they look. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes.  

GRAHAME KING: It is quite incredible. Another thing came out. The Japanese 
often use this faded tonality in their backgrounds and things, and so I tried that. 

JAMES GLEESON: It is a gradation? 
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GRAHAME KING: Yes. It is a very difficult thing to print, inasmuch as it is not just 
a matter of how you draw the plate, but how you print the plate. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes.  

GRAHAME KING: Lots of people do it. It is used by some of the very good 
seriograph printers in this country, I notice. I do not see many lithographers using 
it. It has come off in a few of these. 

JAMES GLEESON: How do you get that effect? By wiping the plate? 

GRAHAME KING: No. 

JAMES GLEESON: Let us talk about this one first. This is Reflections. 

GRAHAME KING: Again, it is the word thing. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: If we analyse this print, the big panel has been drawn from 
dark to light. But it has also been printed from darker to light on the roller, so 
there is a different tone ink on the roller as you roll it, and you are rolling it the 
same way, exactly. 

JAMES GLEESON: It must be complicated. 

GRAHAME KING: In Reflection you will see that it is an exact image. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: This image is on one plate. I have printed that there. 

JAMES GLEESON: This looks pale grey. 

GRAHAME KING: That’s right. I have printed a solid black all over here. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

GRAHAME KING: Then I have moved the plate, and I have printed a masked 
section of that down here. Then over the top of it I have used semi-opaque inks 
to produce a grey here, and another tone here. All these technical things create 
the final work. These marks through here are roller marks. You could consider 
them as a fault but, as I have used them all the way through, they have become 
part of the thing, which I have accepted.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 
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GRAHAME KING: The good commercial printer would be very worried about 
those, but I am using them as part of the verticality. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes—a positive element. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, that is right. 

JAMES GLEESON: I have always looked at this one as being a major one. It is 
called Blue poem. 

GRAHAME KING: It relates to that one but is the extension that I suddenly 
became interested in. Again, it comes from the small press.  

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: From always wanting to be bigger, which is a reflection about 
the art of our time: everybody paints bigger and bigger and bigger. I had the 
feeling that things could suggest that they were going on, that they were not just 
confined in this. So above this blue panel, which is relative to that previous one, 
you have these things floating through and moving on. 

JAMES GLEESON: Emerging from art. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, coming from somewhere—we don’t know where—and 
going on. 

JAMES GLEESON: Moving on. 

GRAHAME KING: To we don’t know where. That is the thinking behind that one. 

JAMES GLEESON: That seems to have in the refinement of its placement and 
so on a quality that is somehow oriental, Japanese.  

GRAHAME KING: Yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: The elements are deliberately and carefully— 

GRAHAME KING: I just have to think it’s luck. One tries very hard and one is 
very worried about the shapes. You print them, and then decide, ‘Yes; I think it’s 
all right’. But certainly very little logic is attached to it.  

JAMES GLEESON: I see—just feeling. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, feeling—absolutely. I was very interested in Davies’ 
philosophy in his lecture last night on this same point. 

JAMES GLEESON: This is the last one in the series that we have to date—
Motive III of 1975; quite a recent one.  
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GRAHAME KING: Yes, this is a big one. 

JAMES GLEESON: It extends the scope of the press. 

GRAHAME KING: I think it is 152 centimetres. In other words, it is about five 
feet. It is limited by the width of the press, but I can push the paper through and 
juggle it. In terms of printing I only made an edition of six, and there would be 
variations. So they are all artists’ proofs. It is only a question of whether you 
value the individual thing. The difficulties are this. There are eleven plates in the 
printing of it. That means different times, and we have to register those each time 
exactly. Also, this is done on the heavy paper I was speaking of.  

JAMES GLEESON: The Japanese— 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, which is not terribly receptive. It is not as nice to work on 
as the Arches, but it has this tremendous hand-done quality, which I value. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: That is why I have struggled with it. 

JAMES GLEESON: It seems beautiful to me. Again, I get a Japanese feel. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes.  

JAMES GLEESON: These look almost like calligraphic marks. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. I wish I had met the East twenty years earlier—I would 
have learnt something positive about calligraphy. I love the calligraphic mark. I 
read this mark as related to a branch, a twig or something of that nature. It is as 
simple as that; it is simple work. This one has some sort of kite form floating 
around. It is strange, isn’t it—a rather heavyweight one? 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: I have to watch that I do not make an absolute Japanese 
mark. I think that would be very bad; it would be very weak to do that. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes, imitation. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. I have to make my mark. That the whole thing has a 
Japanese relationship, I don’t mind. 

JAMES GLEESON: That is something assimilated, and not copied. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, that is what it’s about. 
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JAMES GLEESON: Grahame, I think that covers what we have at the moment. 
Clearly, there is a gap in our holdings, both after that one and in the period 
before. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, that’s right. 

JAMES GLEESON: Just after you came back from Japan. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. One would have to look into one’s work carefully to see 
what those changes are. There is some slow development and change. All my 
work is a search. I produce very slowly, unfortunately. 

JAMES GLEESON: Grahame, that covers the holdings. Now to biographical 
information. When and where were you born? 

GRAHAME KING: I was born in Melbourne 1915. I am very old. 

JAMES GLEESON: My age. What date? 

GRAHAME KING: On 23 February. 

JAMES GLEESON: You beat me by about eight months. How did you become 
interested in art? You were apprenticed— 

GRAHAME KING: No. Looking back, it is a whole chapter of accidents. I 
suppose most of us can look back on our lives and see luck in the decisions. I 
am from a biggish family—four boys and two girls. I was the one who was 
supposed to be able to draw. There is always one who does that in a big family. 
And being Depression vintage, and from a big family, that affects one. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: My grandfather had a good firm going and I started as a clerk 
at about the age of 15, but fortunately I got ill and never went back to it. While I 
was away—I was ill for the best part of a couple of years—I taught myself ticket 
writing. Have you ever heard of ticket writing? 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 

GRAHAME KING: So I managed to get a job in one of the stores when I was on 
my feet again. From then I started learning a bit of commercial art at night school. 
I moved from ticket writing into display studios and finally into a commercial art 
studio. At that time I had met one or two young artists and I was spending all my 
weekends landscape painting. I had not had any tuition at this stage, but for the 
best part of three or four years I painted landscape every weekend. We would go 
to the Gallery, we would look at Streeton, and we would try to do likewise. 

JAMES GLEESON: Yes. 
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GRAHAME KING: Then I started at the National Gallery at night; I was drawing 
in the old National Gallery School, antique. You had to go right through the 
antique school before you got to the life class. That was in the late 1930s. 

JAMES GLEESON: Who were your contemporaries there? Do you recollect any 
fellow students there at that time? 

GRAHAME KING: Strangely enough, very few were important at that time. I was 
a pretty shy youngster. This was the period when Charles Wheeler was teaching 
at drawing school. Billy McInnes was still head of the painting school; I saw him 
once or twice. My particular friend in the business was a boy called Frank Kane, 
who was a nephew of the Raoul brothers, John and Will Raoul. I knew them and 
did a little painting with them. We are getting towards the beginning of the war 
years. My lithography started to enter into it then. In about the late thirties photo-
lithography first came to this country, which was a tremendous development in 
the printing trade. It was a question of who was going to do it. Those who did the 
hand lithography in the big poster printing houses wouldn’t have anything to do 
with photolithography. The expert litho men wouldn’t touch it. The process 
engravers thought it was a heathen process. I was then working in the art 
department of a process engraver and I had started to learn lithography at night 
school, but it didn’t mean much. I got a job with a couple of Englishmen. One was 
a lithographer, and I learnt something from him. Then I went with him to a firm 
that was starting photo-litho. We taught ourselves out of books, which meant that 
in those days we were colour separating the artist’s work, dot etching, making 
our own plates and reproofing them. That is an expertise that I am still using 
today.  

JAMES GLEESON: I see. So it had a lasting effect. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. It was exciting to do something that you knew nothing 
about; I didn’t know anything about printing in those days. We did that for several 
years, until I went into the Army in about 1942. Again, that was a very funny 
situation because the Army, in its wisdom, decided to start a mobile litho unit. 

JAMES GLEESON: What on earth for? 

GRAHAME KING: They wanted a small unit of about forty people who could 
produce printed matter anywhere in the country. It was a marvellous idea on 
paper. The idea was a set of trailers, with the printing presses and the cameras 
and everything. The Army advertised this, and everybody who had ever touched 
a camera got into the business. The unit was practically full and they found that 
nobody actually knew anything about litho or what it was. So one of the officers in 
charge of us came along and virtually begged me to join. As a young bachelor in 
1942 with various pressures, I joined and went into this show. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 
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GRAHAME KING: After 12 months in it—I found it was completely useless and 
an utter waste of time—I transferred into the design division. I spent the rest of 
my Army time in the design division because it kept me in Melbourne and I could 
study at the National Gallery at night. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. 

GRAHAME KING: That is when I first knew John Brack. He was also in that 
situation in 1943/44. He has been a very good friend of mine since. I do not recall 
who else was there then. Prior to going into the Army as a photo-litho colour 
etcher, I was in a reserved occupation—a very valuable man, apparently. By this 
time I had won a scholarship to the Gallery for drawing, which was worth three 
pounds a year, which meant three terms’ fees; it was a pound a term. 

JAMES GLEESON: Really? Goodness gracious! 

GRAHAME KING: My friend said, ‘You are silly; you must use it’. So I more or 
less held a gun at the heads of my employers and said I needed time off to paint. 
I used to start my job at seven in the morning and then go to the Gallery and 
paint from ten o’clock till one o’clock and then go back and finish my job and go 
back to the Gallery at six o’clock and draw till ten. They were some of the richest 
years of my life—I loved every minute of it. However, that’s by the way. We had 
finished our Gallery course and we started to have a few little exhibitions. Then 
the end of the war came, but bachelors were not supposed to get a discharge. 
The vacancy for secretary of the Victorian Artists’ Society came up and I applied 
and got the job. That got me out of the Army quickly. That was of interest 
because I got to know a lot of the artists and as they came back we changed the 
whole face of that society very rapidly. In 1947 I went to Europe. 

JAMES GLEESON: That is when I first met you? 

GRAHAME KING: That’s right, yes. 

JAMES GLEESON: At the Abbey. 

GRAHAME KING: That’s right.  

JAMES GLEESON: That seemed to be the meeting point for all Australian artists 
in England. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. Strangely enough, we heard about it before we left 
Australia through somebody or other. We had little money. I expected I could last 
for about twelve months. We managed to string it out for three or four years 
doing a bit of work. That is where I met Inge. I should say this because it is 
terribly important—with our Gallery training, and considering there were no art 
books, we forget this period. 
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JAMES GLEESON: That’s true, yes. 

GRAHAME KING: I was always explaining this to our students. I went to George 
Bell too. We used to have a Saturday afternoon class. He opened our eyes to 
modern art, and it was a tremendous experience. The reason I went to London 
was I wanted to go on studying. I did not want to go in the art school in 
Melbourne any more. His particular prophet in London was Bernard Meninsky, 
who painted and painted and drew something like George Bell. So I went to 
Bernard Meninsky’s classes and I drew there with him for eighteen months or so. 
Then he died. After that I said, ‘No more art schools; you have to fight it out 
yourself’. Looking back, you see yourself as a colonial Australian faced with 
Europe. The architecture hit us first. It took me twelve months to look beyond the 
Renaissance. As for looking at either contemporary art or the earlier stuff, it took 
ages of digestion. Slowly I started to digest and I painted, but I didn’t paint very 
logically over there. When we married we tossed up whether to go back to Italy 
and try and work for twelve months. But it would have been difficult and we were 
getting on—we wanted a family, we wanted to put down roots, and it was easier 
for me to do that here. Inge wanted to get out of Europe, without question. She 
didn’t want to stay there. When we came back, we had an exhibition each year 
for several years.  

JAMES GLEESON: Were these paintings of yours? 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, they were oil paintings. Thinking about them now, it was 
a colonial’s look at things that impressed him. It was rather mosaic-like work with 
an almost an Etruscan feel, which was strange and crude. But they were fresh 
and they made an impact. We were living in odd rooms. Then I started to build a 
house. It took me three years to build this place. 

JAMES GLEESON: The house at Bondi? 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. That cut out painting, which was not particularly 
sensible.  

JAMES GLEESON: It was obviously an important creative period. 

GRAHAME KING: It was necessary. I worked for the next twenty years as a 
freelance artist, doing anything to feed us. We had a young family, and that was 
the way it was. It was only when I moved into the print area in the early 1960s 
that I started to get a continuity going again. Recently I have started to produce 
paintings again, gouaches. I found the oils not satisfactory. I was using them but 
had not been happy with them. But I am getting a lot of pleasure out of the 
gouache painting again. 

JAMES GLEESON: Perhaps it is working on paper?  

GRAHAME KING: Yes.  
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JAMES GLEESON: You used to do that in the printing. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. I also wonder whether it is some sort of absolute 
reversion—when I first started I painted watercolours in the English manner for 
several years, in the landscape. 

JAMES GLEESON: You were talking to me earlier about your involvement with 
the Print Council. That would be interesting to hear about. 

GRAHAME KING: It must have been about 1966. Udo Sellbach came from 
Adelaide to a job at the Melbourne tech when I was there, and he talked about 
print societies in Germany that he had been involved with. I said, ‘We had better 
start one’. So we decided we would try. With the help of Dr Ursula Hoff, who was 
the curator of prints at Melbourne and who supported the idea, we managed to 
get a group of people together and it slowly enlarged. It was twelve months 
before we could have our first exhibition. The aim was to help people understand 
what a print was. There is still, even amongst artists, a misunderstanding about 
prints and reproductions. We get the most marvellous reproductions in the world, 
and people cannot see that they are better or worse than an original print. We 
have had to define the original print a thousand times. So originally the idea was 
almost an educational one. To get this going we had the help of several 
sympathetic artists. There were a few artists who were most unsympathetic to 
the idea, too. 

JAMES GLEESON: Really? 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. We started off with an exhibition at the National Gallery 
with the help of Dr Hoff. We advertised and invited all printmakers to present. 
There was a selection committee. The printmakers all put in four identical prints, 
and we managed four print exhibitions. They were shown at the same time in 
Melbourne, Adelaide, Sydney and Canberra. 

JAMES GLEESON: That’s quite an achievement. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. At the time I was doing all the work from the studio 
here—with the help of one or two others, but not always. 

JAMES GLEESON: What year was that? 

GRAHAME KING: It would have been 1966 or 1967; I cannot be absolutely sure. 
We also had a print prize, which was part of the carrot to get the artists in. Then 
John Brack did a lithograph, and I printed an edition of 200. The subscribers got 
one of the prints for ten pounds, or ten guineas—the subscription then. From that 
we increased the activities. Colonel Aubrey Gibson, one of the trustees in the 
National Gallery, supported us and supplied the funds for the printing of a small 
pamphlet called Imprint, which has since got larger. We try to get three or four 
copies of it out a year, on various subjects related to printmaking. Slowly the 
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society grew from this to now, when we have had virtually hundreds of 
exhibitions. We have had them in South East Asia, in America, in Europe, in 
England and we invariably have five or six exhibitions moving around the 
country. We now have an executive officer. We have rooms in Collins Street, a 
couple of little galleries. So we started something which is now far too big for me 
to worry about. 

JAMES GLEESON: It’s a grown-up baby now. 

GRAHAME KING: Yes. Fortunately, we get some government assistance. 

JAMES GLEESON: Is that through the Australia Council? 

GRAHAME KING: Yes, but we got it before the Australia Council was formed. 
They were good; they have been a great help. Currently, for instance, two 
exhibitions in America are being financed by the Foreign Affairs Department. I 
think we are just about to get another exhibition together which Foreign Affairs 
wants to buy outright. So we have done something for the printmakers. Even the 
many artists—including some very well-known artists—who do not support us or 
who will not become members will let us have prints for exhibitions. Some 
support the idea but do not want to be members, which is understandable. 

JAMES GLEESON: I see. Grahame, I think that covers it.  

GRAHAME KING: Fine. That’s what I have been about the last few years. 

JAMES GLEESON: Thank you. 

GRAHAME KING: Thank you. 

 


