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No man an island as tribute proves all art

Shaping is the essence of Ken Unsworth's work and his plan to honour his
late wife Elisabeth is shaping like no other, writes Steve Meacham.

tmightbe described as

the most elegantand

romantic party of the

decade. Or, perhaps, the

most expensive and
ambilious multimedia event-
part exhibition, part
installation, part performance
ar(, partcabaret—ever mounted
in Sydney by asingle artist.

Butask Ken Unsworth, the
veleran sculptor, how he would
describe hislatest and largest
creation, A Ringing Glass,and he
pointssimply to the elegant
invitations that have gone out to
the 168 guests who will be
conveyed by chartered ferry to
Cockatoo Island on May 28.

“Anevent tohonour Elisabeth
Unsworth,” it reads, adding that
byaccepting “‘thisinvitation and
the followingconditions you are
enteringinto asacred contract
with Elisabethand Ken”.

Guests are promised an
unforgettable evening: black tie;
four-course banquet by Belinda
Tranksin the Grand Ballroom;
fourmajor installations; dancing
to a 19-piece orchestra; arecital
by the violinist Mark Berriman;
two performances byamodern
dance troupe; achamber
orchestraand a wind quartet; and
songs from the Namibian-born
crooner Nalalie Gamsu.

But the loudestapplause will
be reserved for the most unusual
piece of entertainment: “a
posthumousrecital by Elisabeth
Unsworth”, who died in October
afteralongillness, aged 85.

As forthe conditions, all guests
have agreed to sign up for two
free dancelessons—citherin
Svdneyor Melbourne - so they
can join in the ballroom dancing.

Ifvou're wonderingwhere the
grand ballroomis on Cockatoo
Island, Unsworth, 79, and his
10-strongworkforce have built it
fromscratchinside the gigantic
galvinised turbine hall, which
used to power the former naval
dockyard. Since February,
clectricians, carpenters,
plasterers, engineers and riggers
under the command of the
project manager, Richard
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ITarrison, have travelled cach day
to theisland to deliver
Unsworth’s monumental vision.

By the time the guestsarrive
the turbine hall will encase two
reception suites, three exhibition
spaces, afilm room and the
elegantly draped, candelbra-lit,
parquet-floored ballroom.

The eventisbeing paid for by
Unsworthasaunique tribute to
the woman he loved since they
metas leachersin rural Victoria
in 1955.

Howmuchisit costing?
Unsworthwon’tsay. But
Harrison lets slip that when
Unsworth first briefed him on
what he wanted to do, he said to
the sports car-driving artist:
“Ken, do yourealise you could
buyabrand new Ferrari for that?”

At the waterfront Birchgrove
home he and Elisabeth shared for
15years, Unsworth shows me the
final sketcheshe made for the
installations. “She saw two of
them and thoroughlyapproved,”
he says.

She had beenseriouslyill for
eightyears, during which
Unsworth nursed her, eventually
requiring full-time help. The two
had discussed what he planned to
doonceshedied:hold avery
personal, one-night exhibition at
acommercial gallery somewhere
in the city.

Tt was his friend Tony Bond, of
the Art Gallery of NSW, who
suggesled Cockatoo Island asa
venue. Even though Unsworth
can reach theisland in less than
15 minutes inhis motorboat,
he’d never been there. Ttwas
opened to the publicin 2007, but
he’d been too busy looking after
Elisabeth.

Bond took him there in
November. “Assoon asTsaw the
turbine hall, I could see the whole
project,” Unsworth says. “Tcould
sce dancingand an orchestra...”

Music and dancing had
always been ashared passion.
“We firstdanced togetherin a
Greekmilk barin Hamilton at
about 11pm,” he remembers.

Bornin Paris, raised in gypt
and Africa, Elisabeth Volodarsky

was atalented pianistwho gave
herfirst concertin Alexandria
when she was seven. Bulshe
sacrificed anyambitions asa
concert pianist when she moved
to Australiain 1953, newly
widowed and withayoungson,
John Mitchell Crouch.

She metUnsworth in 1955
and married him the following
vear. The family moved to
Sydneyin 1961 and she taught
at St Catherine’s School in
Waverley (o finance her
husband’s artistic studies.

Hersondied ofabrain
tumourin 1976, aged 36, which
prompted hertosetup the John
Mitchell Crouch Fellowship for
surgeons and surgical research.

“IHisdeath] knocked her
about, but she threwall her
efforts intosupporting me,”
Unsworth says. “Shehad a
critical mind. She could see
through the rubbish, and she
didn’thesitate tosayit.”

All the art works Unsworth has
created for A Ringing Glassreflect
theirjointlove ofthe piano. The
evening's climax features a
spectacular descending piano
and recordingsof Elisabeth,
playingand singing.

The entire celebration, without
asingle speech, will be filmed by
Paul Green. Afterwards the
installations and the ballroom
will be open toisland visitors
until the end of June, a
remarkably public display of
enduringlove forawomanwho -
herhusband admits —always
steered clear of the spotlight.

Indeed, Unsworth
acknowledges in the program
notes he has written for the
evening that “Elisabeth always
demurred and downplayed
recognition of her talentsand the
offerings ofherlife”.

Sowhatwould she think of it
all? Unsworthlaughsloudly. “She
would be furious. She’d say, ‘Why
are youwasting so much money
onsucha thing?”’

Ken Unsworth’s A Ringing Glass (Rilke)
will be open to the public on Cockatoo
Island. June 1-28.

Elisabeth Unsworth...

died after a long iliness.
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Ken Unsworth in the ballroom he has created within Cockatoo Island's turbine hall. Photo: Tamara Dean
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