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One-to-Eight: Australia’s First 
Eight Prime Ministers
Alison Alder
The Australian National University

The imprint of ink on paper in newspapers, journals, magazines, posters 
and ephemera was, until the introduction of Movietone newsreels in 1929, 
the primary source of visual information available to the general public 
regarding Australia’s prime ministers. The combination of text and image, 
be they from the lens of a camera or the hand of a cartoonist, influenced 
opinions and provided a sense of familiarity, or conversely derision, with 
or from the leaders of the nation.

My research, initially funded through an Australian Prime Ministers 
Centre Fellowship at the Museum of Australian Democracy (MoAD) in 
2016, focused on the legacy and images of the first eight Australian prime 
ministers—Barton, Deakin, Watson, Reid, Fisher, Cook, Hughes and 
Bruce—with the aim of visualising this relatively unknown history into 
a series of accessible, contemporary artworks.

I sought to contemporise these figures from our past to engage a new 
audience by setting the importance and relevance of the printed images 
of our leaders in the context of modern-day political posters. However, 
unlike contemporary political posters, the screen-prints did not put 
forward a party position. Inspired by a picture of Stanley Bruce wearing 
a lapel button, I chose to present each prime minister adorned with at 
least one badge to reference a key aspect of their time in office. Neither 
explicitly positive nor negative, I resolved to leave it to audiences to form 
their own opinions of the men and their roles.

The artworks, exhibited at MoAD, propel the first eight prime ministers 
into a bright new light, building on how they presented themselves and 
describing their key legislative legacies. The portraits, in combination 
with  artwork commissioned by MoAD, including a ‘Term-O-Meter’ 
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animation that tracks each man’s tenure as prime minister, and 
a site‑specific wallpaper honouring their wives, presents a dramatic history 
that has considerable parallels to the rough and tumble of Australian 
politics today.

I am currently researching and developing the artwork for the next eight 
prime ministers—Scullin, Lyons, Page, Menzies, Fadden, Curtin, Forde 
and Chifley—who served between 1929 and 1949, completing the first 
half-century since Federation.
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No. 001 Barton, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Raphael Tuck & Sons, The Right Hon, 
Sir Edmund Barton, Premier of the Australian Commonwealth, c. 1901–03, MoAD.
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No. 002 Deakin, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Papers of Alfred Deakin, National 
Library of Australia, MS1540.
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No. 003 Watson, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: T. Humphrey & Co., Portrait of 
J. C. Watson, 190?, National Library of Australia, PIC/6596.



ANU Historical Journal II, Number 3

114

No. 004 Reid, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Bains News Service, Sir Geo. Reid and 
Mrs Oliver T. Johnston, c. 1910–15, Library of Congress.
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No. 005 Fisher, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Vandyke Pty Ltd, Portrait of the Right 
Honourable Andrew Fisher, National Library of Australia, PIC/6607.
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No. 006 Cook, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Brookes family, Joseph Cook and 
Alfred Deakin at Point Lonsdale, 1909, Alfred Deakin Photographic Collection, Deakin 
University Library.
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No. 007 Hughes, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: Portrait of Billy Hughes walking along 
a footpath, National Library of Australia, MS 1538.
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No. 008 Bruce, 2016.
Screen-print on paper, 60 x 90 cm. Original image: T. Humphrey and Co., New Bruce-Page 
Ministry at its swearing in ceremony, 1923. National Library of Australia, PIC/6617.



This text is taken from ANU Historical Journal II: Number 3, 
published 2022 by ANU Press, The Australian National University, 

Canberra, Australia.

doi.org/10.22459/ANUHJII.2022.06

http://doi.org/10.22459/ANUHJII.2022.06

