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My Salute to Five Bells 
By John Olsen 
 
Member of the Order of Australia and Archibald-prize-winner John Olsen charts the 
journey of the biggest commission of his career—to produce a mural for the Sydney 
Opera House.  
 
This book features a full reproduction of Olsen’s illustrated journal, one of the most 
spectacular art manuscripts in the National Library of Australia’s collection. Olsen’s great 
intellect and creativity shine through in his lists of ‘Things I like’, haikus, and playful and 
poetic expression. His margin notes and reminders, such as ‘You’ve got to interrupt the 
gestalt’ and ‘Remember Olsen vitality transcends pleasure’, offer great insight into the 
artistic process of one of our living treasures. 
 
Olsen reflects on the mural and Kenneth Slessor’s poem, Five Bells, which inspired it. He 
includes funny anecdotes about and insights into the commission—appearing in this book 
for the very first time. Alongside his lively account are full-colour spreads and details of 
the mural, original works of art, a self-penned poem and a page from the hand-written 
notebook of Kenneth Slessor showing the words and imagery that so inspired Olsen. 
Robert Walker’s beautiful black and white photographs illustrate Olsen’s story; we see 
him painting directly onto the mural in situ at the Opera House and reaching to add a final 
detail as one of his assistants—a former Kings Cross bouncer—looks on. 

 
Publication details 

ISBN 978-0-642-27882-1 (hardback)  
300(h) x 230(w) mm; 80 pp 
RRP $29.99 
This publication is available August 2015 from our online shop. 
Caption for images: My Salute to Five Bells, Canberra: National Library of Australia, 
2015 
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Images in this PDF are provided at  approximately A4 @ 300dpi. 
To extract the images from this PDF for reproduction, Adobe Acrobat Professional or 
Adobe InDesign software is required  . 
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