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John Bellany (1942-2013)
The Wild Days: The 1980s

In 1983 John travelled to Australia as artist-in-
residence at the Victorian College of the Arts, 
Melbourne. The paintings he created there are quite 
distinctive as a group. Firstly, they had become 
more and more wild. They are very colourful making 
full use of the palette, with bright yellows next to 
bright reds and blues, and introducing a range of 
light greens that Bellany had never used before. The 
artist attributes the change to the light in Australia. 
Secondly, although many of the subjects are the 
same, lighthouses, seabirds, skate, they now spoke 
of confrontation and disaster. The paint spilled on to 
the canvases like blood, brushed on quickly in great 
arcs and swirls; the paint itself became the subject, 
the confrontation between reds and greens. They 
are the nearest Bellany has ever come to abstract 
expressionism. He also painted landscapes for the 
first time – of an openness and freedom quite unlike 
the enclosed spaces in the paintings he had been 
doing back in Britain.

Another turning point in Bellany’s career was the 
summer of 1984, when he became very ill and 
took several months to recover. During this period 
of convalescence, he painted himself in bed as 
Lazarus. The paintings that he did during the recovery 
period late in 1984 border almost on formless and 
are marked by a very loose handling. But by the 
end of the year and throughout 1985 his handling 
tightened up, his control became very precise, and 
his touch came to have a lightness and his colours 
a pearly iridescence that make the paintings almost 
watercolour-like. For several months, he tended to 

use an extremely narrow range of colours mainly of 
a warm hue – yellows, oranges and reds, with blue 
as contrast.

The dominant feeling of these paintings is a new-
found serenity, a reflective calm, in which one feels 
the artist is taking stock of his life. This shows 
itself also in the subject matter and in the great 
clarity of its depiction – very far removed from the 
stormy paintings of 1982 and 1983. He seems to 
take up the images he had used in the 1970s one 
after the other and treat them with a certain irony 
and humour in the light of present circumstances: 
a man and woman drinking together, eyeing each 
other nervously out of the corner of their eyes, self-
portrait as a dog, shut up in a small cage, a swan 
and seabird vying with each other, a cat a seabird 
vying for the viewer’s attention and sitting on a 
wheel of fortune. Not only was the artist recovering 
from a serious illness but he had re-united with his 
first wife, Helen and had to reconsider his whole 
personal life. As always with Bellany this was 
finding a reflection in his art, but this time not so 
tortured and emotional.

Keith Hartley, Deputy Director, Scottish National 
Gallery of Modern Art, 1986.

Excerpt from exhibition catalogue John Bellany: 

Paintings, Watercolours, Drawings 1964-1986

Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art,   
9 August – 21 September 1986

1. Only an Emu Passing By, oil on canvas, 1985, 173 x 153 cm



2. Janus in Perth, Australia, oil on canvas, 1983, 182 x 152 cm



3. The Gambler, oil on canvas, 1983, 122 x 91 cm



4. The Conversation, watercolour, 1981, 76 x 56 cm



5. Untitled, watercolour, 1984, 76 x 56 cm



6. My Father,  
oil on canvas, 1982, 172 x 122 cm



6. My Father,  
oil on canvas, 1982, 172 x 122 cm

7. Bird Sings his Lament,  
oil on canvas, 1980, 76 x 51 cm



8. Untitled, oil on canvas, c.1980, 116 x 160 cm



9. Mizpah, oil on canvas, 1983, 182 x 152 cm



10. Wild Cat, Australia, watercolour, 1983, 76 x 57 cm
 



11. Caged Cockenzie Man, oil on canvas, 1981, 152 x 122 cm
 





12. The Skate Odyssey,  
triptych, oil on canvas, 1983, 183 x 274 cm



Left: 13. Self Portrait, watercolour, 1984, 76 x 53 cm 
Right: 14. The Couple, watercolour, 1984, 76 x 53 cm



15. Self Portrait, watercolour, 1984, 76 x 53 cm



16. Avail, oil on canvas, 1982, 152 x 152 cm



17. Juliet, oil on canvas, 1979, 183 x 61 cm



Above: 18. Sad Monkey Flies his Kite, oil on canvas, 1985, 91 x 76 cm
Right: 19. For Whom the Cock Crows, oil on canvas, 1981, 174 x 173 cm





Above: 20. Ominous Presence, watercolour and charcoal, 1984, 76 x 57 cm
Right: 21. The Ventriloquist, oil on canvas, c.1983, 173 x 152 cm  





Left: 22. Self Portrait with Basil the Cat, charcoal on paper, 1983, 78 x 58 cm
Right: 23. Janus, charcoal on paper, 1983, 78 x 58 cm2009, 183 x 213 cm



Left: 24. The Skate Man Cometh, charcoal on paper, 1983, 78 x 58 cm
Right: 25. Janus, charcoal on paper, 1983, 78 x 58 cm





Left: 26. The Pianist, oil on canvas, 1983, 172 x 152 cm
Right: 27. Self Portrait, oil on canvas, 1982, 172 x 76 cm



Above: 28. Gambler, watercolour, 1984, 76 x 58 cm
Right: 29. The Gambler, oil on canvas, 1981, 122 x 91 cm





30. Sydney Harbour, charcoal on paper, 1983, 102 x 68 cm



31. Bounteous Sea, watercolour, c.1980, 76 x 56 cm



Above: 32. The Monkey and the Snake Charmer, watercolour, 1985, 79 x 58 cm  
Right: 33. Fair Maid of Perth, Australia, oil on canvas, 1983, 182 x 152 cm





Above: 34. Requiem, pencil on paper, 1985, 59 x 42 cm
Right: 35. Time Will Tell, oil on canvas, 1985, 172 x 172 cm





36. Self Portrait, charcoal on paper, 1982, 76 x 53 cm



JOHN BELLANY (1942-2013)

John Bellany was born on 18 June 1942 in Port Seton, East Lothian, whilst his father, Richard, was away serving 
in the Naval Reserve during the Second World War. The Bellanys were a fishing family – Richard had gone to sea 
at the age of 14 and his wife, Nancy, came from Eyemouth, the centre of the east-coast fishing industry. Both Port 
Seton and Eyemouth were intensely religious communities and Bellany was raised in the strict moral standards of 
the Presbyterian faith. The superstitions of this religious community, in which symbolic omens played a central role 
in the daily lives of fishing families, would remain indelibly marked on Bellany’s imagination throughout his career.

In 1960 Bellany enrolled at Edinburgh College of Art. At the time William Gillies was Principal of the college and 
Robin Philipson was Head of Painting. Bellany quickly made a name for himself as a rebel, rejecting the belle 

peinture style that the faculty favoured. Along with his friends, Alexander Moffat and Alan Bold, Bellany began to 
champion a new realism in Scottish art, influenced by the ideas of the poet, Hugh MacDiarmid, who was writing 
about universal themes in the Scottish vernacular.

During his time at college in Edinburgh, Bellany discovered the influences that would mould the iconography and 
symbolism of his work throughout his career. Putting great importance on the Old Masters, Bellany looked to 
Bellini, Titian, Brueghel, Grünewald, Rembrandt and Goya. Within this canon he found the grand themes of life 
and death played out on an epic scale. With this in mind, he sought to heed MacDiarmid’s call for ‘giantism in the 
arts’. His affinity with Gustave Courbet, in which rural themes play out with the grandeur of history painting, is also 
clear in his early paintings of fishing community of Port Seton.

In 1963 Bellany and Moffat exhibited their paintings on the railings of Castle Terrace during the Edinburgh Festival. 
In the following two years they managed, with some audacity, to display their work outside the buildings of the 
Scottish National Gallery and the Royal Scottish Academy, symbolically showing their status as outsiders to the 
art establishment. Every night the paintings were stored in their favourite drinking haunt, Milne’s Bar on Rose 
Street, courtesy of the landlord, and each morning they carried the large canvases along Hanover Street and 
across Princes Street to the railings. For the first time Bellany exhibited his paintings of the Port Seton community 
in haunting allegorical scenes featuring boats, workers and fish melded into dreamlike scenarios. 

Bellany met fellow student Helen Percy in his third year at art college and they married in 1964 in Golspie, 
Sutherland. They moved to London soon after as Bellany won a place to study for three further years at the Royal 
College of Art. At RCA Bellany stood out as a figurative painter at a time when abstraction and Minimalism were 
fashionable. Working from a studio at the college’s Cromwell Road premises, Bellany immersed himself in the 



London art scene, meeting, among others, Francis Bacon. In 1967, Bellany, Moffat and Bold travelled to East 
Germany and visited the Buchenwald concentration camp. The experience had a profound impact on Bellany 
and his immediately ensuing work reflected his despair in the inhumanity he was made witness to at Buchenwald.

By 1973 Bellany was head of the faculty of painting at Croydon College of Art. His marriage to Helen had foundered, 
his personal life was in disarray and eventually in 1979 he married Juliet Lister, a mature student. Juliet however 
was beset by severe mental health problems that necessitated frequent and lengthy spells of time in hospital. 
Bellany’s work during this period predominated in dark themes dealing with fate and the passing of time. Despite 
the torment in his personal life, Bellany’s paintings were finally gaining recognition and in the same year he was 
joint winner of the Athena Art Award, at the time the most valuable art prize in the UK. Alongside a host of solo 
exhibitions in galleries, in 1986 a major retrospective of his work was held at the Scottish National Gallery of 
Modern Art and in 1988 at the Hamburg Kunsthalle.

A crisis in his health brought Helen back into Bellany’s life. A distant presence over the years as the mother of their 
three children she, by necessity, now would prove his saviour, forcing him to seek medical attention for the chronic 
liver disease that was seriously endangering his life. After Juliet’s death in 1985 they remarried but Bellany’s 
health continued to deteriorate. By the end of 1987 the only remaining medical option was a liver transplant for 
which he was eventually considered and tested. He then joined the waiting list for a donor. On 30 April 1988, the 
extraordinary opportunity presented itself. Exceeding all expectations, the transplant granted the artist a further 
25 years.

After the transplant Bellany steadily regained his health and his work took a new direction, looking at classical 
subject matter once again as well as landscapes and seascapes for the first time. Residence in Italy where much 
of the year was spent, along with visits to Mexico and China, brought about a further explosion of colour and a 
re-engagement with themes of his early work. A sense of serenity prevails in this late period and Bellany looked 
once again to the fishing communities of his childhood, Port Seton and Eyemouth.

Further honours and fame followed, in 1990 Bellany became a Fellow of Trinity Hall, Cambridge, and in 1994 he 
was appointed CBE. A string of museum retrospectives culminated in the major exhibition, ‘A Passion for Life’, at 
the Scottish National Gallery in 2012. Speaking in a film made for television by his son, Paul Bellany, he summed 
up the importance of this large-scale Edinburgh exhibition, saying ‘I was overcome with tears. It’s the pinnacle of 
my whole existence.’ Bellany’s health was by now in severe decline and, a few months afterwards, on 28 August 
2013 he died at the family home in Essex.



37. Self Portrait with Juliet, oil on canvas, 1979, 208 x 165 cm




