history of the archibald prize

history of the archibald prize is a captivating narrative that intertwines art, culture, and the
recognition of excellence in portrait painting in Australia. Established in 1921, the Archibald Prize
has become one of the most prestigious art awards in the country, attracting artists from various
backgrounds and disciplines. The prize, awarded annually by the Art Gallery of New South Wales,
honors the best portrait of a notable Australian and has evolved significantly over the decades. This
article delves into the rich history of the Archibald Prize, exploring its inception, significant
milestones, controversies, and its impact on Australian art and society. Additionally, we will discuss
notable winners and the evolving criteria that have shaped this esteemed award.
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Origins of the Archibald Prize

The Archibald Prize was created in 1921 by the will of Jules Francois Archibald, a prominent
newspaper publisher and art patron. His intention was to encourage the practice of portraiture in
Australia and to promote the work of Australian artists. The prize was specifically established to be
awarded annually for the best portrait of a man or woman distinguished in arts, letters, science, or
politics. The first winner of the Archibald Prize was the artist J. H. (John) M. Macfarlane, who
depicted the renowned Australian artist and art educator, E. Phillips Fox.

The Establishment and Early Years

In the early years of the Archibald Prize, it was awarded in conjunction with the annual exhibition of
the Art Gallery of New South Wales. The prize quickly gained popularity among artists and art
enthusiasts, establishing itself as a significant event in the Australian art calendar. The initial prize
amount was £400, which was a considerable sum at the time, attracting the attention of many
talented artists.



Criteria for Selection

Over the years, the criteria for the Archibald Prize have remained focused on portraiture. Artists are
required to submit works that depict a notable Australian. The definition of what constitutes a
'notable' figure has broadened over time, allowing for a diverse array of subjects, including
politicians, celebrities, and everyday people who have made significant contributions to society. This
inclusivity reflects changing societal values and interests.

Notable Milestones in the Prize’s History

Throughout its history, the Archibald Prize has seen numerous milestones that highlight its
importance in the Australian art scene. For instance, in 1943, the prize was not awarded due to
World War II, marking a significant pause in its legacy. In 1961, the prize inaugurated the concept of
the 'People’s Choice Award,' allowing the public to vote for their favorite portrait, which significantly
increased public engagement with the prize.

Significant Changes and Developments

In 1980, the Archibald Prize underwent a major change when the prize money was significantly
increased, which helped to elevate its status further. The introduction of a specific category for
contemporary portraiture in the 1990s allowed for more innovative and diverse artistic expressions,
reflecting the evolving nature of portrait art.

International Recognition

As the Archibald Prize gained prominence, it began to attract international attention. Artists from
abroad started to recognize the prize as an important accolade within the global art community. This
recognition has led to increasingly competitive entries and a higher standard of artistic excellence
over the years.

Controversies Surrounding the Archibald Prize

Like any prestigious award, the Archibald Prize has not been without its share of controversies.
Several entries have sparked debates about artistic integrity, subjectivity in portraiture, and the
criteria for 'notability.'

Artistic Integrity and Subjectivity

One notable controversy occurred in 1944 when artist Ralph Balson was awarded the prize for a
work that was deemed too abstract by many critics. This incident led to heated discussions about the
boundaries of portraiture and the definition of art itself. Such debates have shaped the ongoing
discourse surrounding the prize and its relevance.



Disputes Over Winners

There have also been disputes regarding the selection of winners, with critiques often emerging
from the art community and the public alike. Some entries have been accused of favoritism or of not
meeting the traditional standards of portraiture. Despite these controversies, the Archibald Prize has
continued to thrive and evolve.

Impact on Australian Art and Culture

The Archibald Prize has had a profound impact on the Australian art landscape, serving as a catalyst
for artistic innovation and public engagement with art. It has played a crucial role in promoting
portraiture as a legitimate and respected art form within Australia.

Encouraging Emerging Artists

One of the most significant contributions of the Archibald Prize is its support for emerging artists.
The prize has provided a platform for lesser-known artists to gain visibility and recognition, allowing
them to showcase their work to a wider audience. This encouragement fosters a vibrant art
community and inspires new generations of artists.

Public Engagement and Appreciation for Art

Through initiatives like the People’s Choice Award and public exhibitions, the Archibald Prize has
successfully engaged the public in the appreciation of art. These efforts have enhanced access to the
arts and cultivated a deeper understanding of portraiture among the general population.

Notable Winners and Their Contributions

Over the decades, the Archibald Prize has been awarded to many distinguished artists whose works
have left a lasting impact on Australian art. Each winner has contributed to the rich tapestry of
Australian portraiture, showcasing diverse styles and subjects.

Celebrated Artists

e Charles Blackman - Known for his lyrical and evocative portraits, Blackman's works have
explored themes of love and loss.

e M. M. (Margaret) Olley - A celebrated still life and portrait artist, Olley's win in 1990 was
significant for her portrayal of notable Australians.

e Ben Quilty - Recognized for his expressive and bold style, Quilty's portraits often reflect
contemporary societal issues.



e Yvette Coppersmith - Winner of the 2018 prize, her self-portrait and exploration of identity
have resonated with many.

Influence on Future Generations

The legacy of these artists continues to influence new generations. Their innovative approaches to
portraiture have opened new avenues for artistic expression, and their works remain a source of
inspiration for aspiring artists across Australia.

The Future of the Archibald Prize

As the Archibald Prize approaches its centenary, its future appears bright. The ongoing commitment
to celebrating portraiture and supporting artists ensures that it will remain a vital part of the
Australian art scene. With advancements in technology and changing societal values, the prize is
likely to adapt and evolve, further enriching the cultural landscape of Australia.

Embracing New Mediums

The integration of new mediums and technologies in portrait painting may also play a significant
role in the future of the Archibald Prize. Digital art, photography, and mixed media are increasingly
being recognized as legitimate forms of portraiture, potentially broadening the scope of the prize.

Continued Public Engagement

The Archibald Prize's emphasis on public engagement will also remain crucial. By continuing to
foster interaction between artists and the community, the prize will ensure that art remains
accessible and relevant to all Australians, encouraging a thriving cultural dialogue.

Conclusion

The history of the Archibald Prize is a testament to the evolution of portraiture and its significance
within Australian culture. From its humble beginnings in 1921 to its status as a hallmark of artistic
excellence, the prize has continuously adapted to reflect societal changes while championing the
arts. As it moves forward, the Archibald Prize will undoubtedly continue to inspire, challenge, and
engage both artists and the public alike.

Q: What is the Archibald Prize?

A: The Archibald Prize is an annual art award in Australia, established in 1921, that recognizes the
best portrait of a notable Australian, as determined by the Art Gallery of New South Wales.



Q: Who was Jules Francois Archibald?

A: Jules Francois Archibald was a newspaper publisher and art patron whose will established the
Archibald Prize to encourage portrait painting in Australia.

Q: How is the winner of the Archibald Prize chosen?

A: The winner is selected by a panel of judges appointed by the Art Gallery of New South Wales,
based on the artistic merit of the submitted portraits depicting notable Australians.

Q: Has the Archibald Prize faced any controversies?

A: Yes, the Archibald Prize has faced controversies related to artistic integrity, subjectivity in
portraiture, and disputes over the selection of winners, which have sparked debates within the art
community.

Q: Who are some notable winners of the Archibald Prize?

A: Notable winners include Charles Blackman, Margaret Olley, Ben Quilty, and Yvette Coppersmith,
each recognized for their significant contributions to Australian portraiture.

Q: What impact has the Archibald Prize had on Australian art?

A: The Archibald Prize has significantly impacted Australian art by promoting portraiture,
supporting emerging artists, and fostering public engagement with the arts.

Q: Are there any awards associated with the Archibald Prize?

A: Yes, in addition to the main award, there is a People's Choice Award that allows the public to vote
for their favorite portrait, enhancing community engagement.

Q: What is the future of the Archibald Prize?

A: The future of the Archibald Prize looks promising, with potential expansions into new mediums,
technologies, and continued public engagement, ensuring its relevance in the evolving art
landscape.

Q: How does the Archibald Prize reflect Australian society?

A: The Archibald Prize reflects Australian society by capturing notable figures from various fields,
showcasing diverse perspectives, and adapting to societal changes over time.



Q: Is there a specific age limit for artists entering the
Archibald Prize?

A: There is no specific age limit for artists entering the Archibald Prize; however, they must be
residents of Australia and submit portraits of notable Australians.
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