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THIS former teacher, theatre designer and historian
has exhibited her paintings and drawings and pub -
lished a book on the artist Robert Juniper, but today

Philippa O’Brien is best known for the striking and ele -
gant public artworks she has created for a satellite city
north of Perth, for the West Australian icon King’s Park
and for the Family Court of Australia in Perth. 
Philippa Henderson, who was born in Perth in 1941, 

PHILIPPA O’BRIEN – PUBLIC PROPERTY
Lacy columns of steel, inlaid marble paving, colourful tapestries 

and energetic line drawings of theatre sets would not at first appear 
to be the work of one artist, yet they all come from the hand of 

Western Australian Philippa O’Brien. Profile by Dr Dorothy Erickson.

Costumes and sets designed by Philippa O’Brien for ‘As You Like It’, staged in 1973 at the Octagon Theatre, University of WA

‘Flowering White Gum’, tapestry, wool, 3 x 6 m, made at the
Victorian Tapestry Workshop from a cartoon by O’Brien for Chal -
lenge Bank. Collection: Sir Charles Gairdner Hospital, Perth
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spent much of her childhood in Wyndham in the strong
and steamy north-west of Western Australia. Here she
was imbued with a love of the Australian landscape.
One of a small number of white children in the school,
she became close friends with a number of Aboriginals,
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Society and commenced designing sets, costumes and
posters for productions in the university’s Dolphin
Theatre. These ranged from contemporary European
plays to the classics, providing variety and an introduc -
tion to numerous design styles.
A British Council Scholarship in 1967 saw her tread
the traditional path to Europe. She studied at Hornsey
College of Art in London which was the “in” college
at the time still frequented by Brigid Riley and David
Hockney. Her place however was in the film and tele -
vision school rather than the painting school as she had
become a self-taught film-maker while in Perth. The
time was an expansive and exciting one in London. It
was the “Swinging Sixties” and London was the centre.
She found the experience invigorating.
Henderson married Western Australian drama aca demic
Collin O’Brien in London. They returned to Perth in
1969 where he took up a tutorship in the University of
WA English Department. Philippa O’Brien juggled two
full-time positions: a teacher at Perth Technical Col -
lege and resident designer at the National Theatre – the
Playhouse. The Playhouse position meant a new pro -
duction every three weeks. Despite the pressure she
enjoyed it for she had a full costume department to
work with and could concentrate on the designs. The
birth of a child in 1972 saw her reduce her workload
to some part-time designing of sets for the Hole in the
Wall theatre while continuing group exhibitions.
O’Brien’s first solo was an exhibition of paintings at
the Dolphin Theatre in 1965. She followed this with
another of her theatre designs at the newly opened
and popular Old Firestation gallery in the suburb of
Leederville in 1974. Over the next six years she had a
number of solo exhibitions at the even newer Gallery
52 in Claremont. In 1989 she was appointed Head of
Cultural Studies and Drawing at the Mt Lawley cam -
pus of the newly created WA College of Advanced Edu -
cation, now Edith Cowan University. Here she enjoyed
camps in the bush with the textiles students and lec -
turers and began turning from subjects based on her
classical education to those exploring Aboriginal his tory
and culture, albeit through the eyes of a European.
She also became a member of the Visual Arts Board
of the Australia Council (1984–87). 

in particular with Frank Chulung and Reg Birch who
are now prominent in Aboriginal affairs. 
With few options for women at this time, she used a
teacher’s bursary to take an English degree, majoring
in poetry and drama at the University of WA. Painting
and drawing were also studied at Perth Technical Col -
lege primarily for her own pleasure. They proved use -
ful however when she joined the University Dramatic 

Marble paving and steel seat at Woodlake Village, Ellenbrook, 1995

‘Black Swan’, tapestry, wool, silk, linen, 1.6 x 2.4 m, made at
the VictorianTapestry Workshop from a cartoon by O’Brien. One
of a pair for the Family Court of Australia, Perth, WA, 1986   

Ellenbrook, 1995, main entry sculpture with banksia Menziesii frieze, laser-cut steel
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