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Linear engravings are outline drawings in which the contours of the depicted figure
are more or less deeply incised; first by pecking with a hammer stone or with a stone
chisel, a frequently employed method consisting of making a dotted line of holes and
subsequently removing the walls between them. In the course of time, engraved lines
mav be either deepened by climatic influences or the whole drawing may be gradually
washed off, according o the quality and situation of the rock. Most of the numerous
engravings in the Sydney district are naturalistic contowrs of men and animals, and
there are both single representations and complete scenes showing a multitude of hurman
or animal figures, not infrequently depicted in distinot movements. Perhaps still more
remarkable are certain progressive features of draughtsmanship. such as representations
of human figures, both full face and in profile, overlapping contours, and even attempts
at foreshortening. But the most astonishing phenomenon is the enormous size of some
Australian petroglyphs. Not only groups and scenes, but, notinfrequently, single figures,
such as those of a whale and of a gigantic bird, resembling the extinct moa of New
Zealand (both in the Kuringai Chase Reserve, near Sydney ) arve of very large dimensions,
sometimes four, six, even up to twenty yards long.

Naturalistic drawing in bold contours is not really primitive. 1t vepresents a rather
advanced stage of art technique; and, indeed, Professor Elkin has demonstrated that the
petroglyphs in the Svdney district were still a living art at the time of white settlement.
although their earliest period is not known. In comparison. the paintings on the walls of
a number of rock shelters in Queensland, New Seuth Wales, South Australia and Victoria
can easily he regarded as more primitive because they almost always have a very simple
type of figures done in strokes, and thus not in outlined spaces. This type is well known
from many parts of the world, which implies universal similarities hut should not lead 1o
premature theories. The *pin’ type, consisting of one vertical stroke for neck and wunk,
crowned by a thick dot for the head and simple strokes attached to the figure as limbs—a
tvpe first discovered in the cave paintings of eastern Spain and also in some of the South
Alfrican rock paintings—is not missing in Australia. Extremely simple as this style may be.
it is not necessarily really * primitive’ ; rather could it be descril:ed as an excellent method
of doing quick sketches, not-only of “static’ figures, but also of all sorts of attitudes and
movements and especially dynamie compeositions of whaole groups. And, indeed, rows of
‘dancing’ human figures painted in red or yellow ochre on the walls of our ‘aboriginal
galleries” are interpreted as representations of corroborees. For scenic composition,
the most remarkable vock painting is that at Glen lsla—a painted wall protected by
a huge overhanging rock, surrounded by thick shrubs and rather rough country on the
western slope of the Victoria Range. During an excursion made by members of the
History Department of the University of Melbourne quite recently (Qctober, 1950,
it was found that the illustration of the Glen Isla rock paintings first published by the
Rev. John Mathew, and subsequently copied by other authors, is not accurate; but
while the order of figures and thus the composition of the painting as a whole is also dift
ferent,many details were found tobeasrecorded by Mathew. Thuswe find hunting scenes,
groups of human figures, and also sketches of the vegetation, such as grass and at least
ome tree. This, then, is perhaps the most precious relic of earlier aboriginal art in Vietoria

{or ourselves at any rate it is “prehistorie.”

All these works of the eastern and south-eastern areas are predominantly naturalistic,
a fact which has nothing to do with their function and is also not affected by the sporadic
presence of apparently ‘abstract” and. functionally, symbolical designs. Totally different
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are the famous rock paintings in the Kimberleys, first discovered by Sir George Grey over
a century ago, but scientifically studied and explained for the first time by Prof. A. P.
Elkin in 1930. There is no naturalism, notwithstanding a more or less rea.listic animal
form here and there. Instead we are faced with an entirely expressionistic art, the exhibition
of, originally, strictly esoteric things —the reflections of the spiritual experiences of past
generations of ahorigines, the figures of their mythology and of their dreams. All tI-lt‘,‘iE
figures, the wondjinas, have certain human features but are not completely human in ap-
pearance; some of them have distorted limbs, disfigured by alJ:nurmalililf's, It all have
one conspicuous feature in common-—the head, which is painted white, without eyves but
with empty black sockets instead, and without a mouth. This is nothing else but the
representation of a human skull, without the mandible—in fact. it is an excellent picture
ol a skull, and several authentic photographs show rows of wr);r}!jfm figures painted on a
wall overhanging an open rock shelter lined with rows of bleached real skulls. Technically
these are not drawings, hut real paintings, and their aesthetic attraction is the astanishiﬁé
variety of colowrs —white, black, yellow ochre, a bright red resembling vermilion, Indian
red, and a bluish-grey. ‘ ,
= La'sl!}-', at Oenpelli, east of about the middle of the East Alligator River, in the Northern
Lerritory, we find a different kind of polychrome rock pai.minga They are a ‘maze of
naturalistic figures, and they are often done in the style of the Kakadu bark paimings first
!:)uhlishc_d by Sir Baldwin Spencer, i.¢.. the so-called "Neray’ pictufes. in which the artist
1s niot. content with depicting what he actually sees, but adds what he knows is there as
well. such as the spine and inner organs, This brings us to the bhark paintings generally,
Bark paintings are the most prominent art technique in the coastal areas u-FArnhmln
Land. Apart from the X-ray paintings of the Kakadu people, we find other regional and
even srictly local art styles, There is. for example, the style of the Maung ribe which has
been described by Mr. C. P. Mountford. We may define it as a stvlized ‘nazuraiism It has
a r‘f‘mar.kuble decorative quality, and the way the aboriginal }')al:t‘ll'tfl' disposes of a gi\"er.r
space without ‘overloading” itis admirable, The same can be said of the style of Yi rrkalla
perhaps of all the styles the most decorative, At the same time, However, the meaning n;'
the designs is essentially esoteric, and the knowledge of their true significance is impnrtar;l
not only from the point of view of primitive religion and m\'thulng\l'-. but also.as a hasis for
our aesthetic enjoyment of their formal qualities, - . |
One of the local styles of bark paintings deserves special mention—the paintings
ofth'e Ingura people of Groote Fylandt. Here we find actually a number of different styles,
hl:lt 1t seems that these are, to some extent, the personal styles of individual artists, Several
cii these Ingura painters are known by name, and their styles range from a plain chCrip-
tive r‘|atm'aiism to symbolical forms, Although ritual objects are represented, the bark
pamntings of Groote Evlandt are not themselves ritual implements. They are done, as
Norman B, Tindale told us, during the enforced leisure in the rain period, and thus, in the
ﬁrs:t p.]acr_-. for the fun of doing it, also as decoration of the hut. However, some of the
paintings are used to teach the children, and this is why so many of the bark sheets from
Groote Eylandt are painted all over with altogether different and incolierent things in a

rather haphazard arvanigement. Other picces. on the other hand, are distinguished by their
good composition. ’
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appreciation shown the ‘moderns,’ invited a number of the less orthodox painters to
exhibit with them at the Grosvenor Galleries. Besides the younger group, which included
de Mestre, Grace Cossington Smith, Adelaide Perry and myself, there were some painters
who were already established in public esteem, such as Margaret Preston, always a cham-
pion of new ideas and represented in the present exhibition by a characteristic flower
piece of that period, and John D. Moore, who by his work and influence over a number of
years did much to gain recognition for the younger painters. So came into being the
Contemporary Group, which thereafter provided at its annual exhibitions an epportunity
for young painters of experimental ideas to exhibit their work,

By the early thirties large reproductions of pictures by Cezanne, Gauguin, Van Gogh,
Matisse and other moderns had begun to appear and the influence of artists returning
from Europe had broadened the field of appreciation.

In the Archibald Prize Competition of 1931, William Frater, of Melbourne, entered
three portraits which showed a strong influence of Cezanne. Frater had, as far back as
1925, become interested in the work of this and other French masters of modern art, and
associated w'th him at this time was Arnold Shore. Both these painters as time went on
infused much of their own personalities into the modern idiom, and Arnold Shore was
courageous enough to hold a one-man show of his work in 1928. Thereafter at the annual
exhibition of the ‘Twenty Melbourne Painters,” Frater, Shore, A. M. Plante and Isabel
Tweddle regularly exhibited works inspired by modern French ideals. There was much
discussion and heated argument in Melbourne in those days, both in the press and among
the opposing schools of thought. Nevertheless, Arnold Shore proposed to George Bell,
who had also become interested in modern trends, that they should start a school on these
lines, which they did in 1932, and were able to attract many pupils, some of whom were
later to be counted among the most distinguished artists in this country.

There had also in the “thirties been a welcome change in the attitude of critics, The
late Kenneth Wilkinson, in Sydney, and the late Basil Burdett, in Melbourne, gave
sympathetic notices, and public opinion generally was growing more favourable.

The Contemporary Art Society was formed in Melbourne in the early years of the war,
with branches in Sydney and in Adelaide. Crowds flocked to its early exhibitions and
‘Contemporary Art,” especially among the young, became sométhing of a vogue.

A great impetus was given to the Contemporary Movement and to art in Australia
generally by the return to this country in the year the Second World War began of a large
number of artists and students who had been working abroad. These included Dobell,
Russell Drysdale, Eric Wilson, J. Carington Smith and Donald Friend, the latter a
draughtsman of distinction and of whimsical wit. There were also several artists from
European countries who migrated to Australia about this time; most notable of whom is
Desiderius Orban, who has set up a school in Sydney and has done much both by his fine
work and by lecturing and teaching to cultivate standards of taste in this country.

William Debell, around whom such a controversy raged at the time of his winning the
Archibald Prize in 1943, has had so much written about his provocative art that it is
sufficient to say here that he is not, as so many believe, a disciple of the ‘crazy moderns,’
but has based his art on old masters, such as Rembrandt and Goya. It may, however, have
been the influence of the modern French painter, Soutine, which inspired him in giving
his portraits that satirical grotesquerie which so aroused the ire of certain sections of
the public.

It is interesting to compare his sometimes cynical interpretation of character with
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Joshua Smith’s portrait of his parents, which, besides being an admirable arrangement
in form and colour, is suffused with an affectionate tenderness which places it also on a
plane above the photographic interpretation so common with portrait painters.

Russell Drysdale, in his pictures of country towns and outback life generally, has opened
up a new vision of this aspect of Australian life. His pictures of the erosion belt are a poig-
nant expression of desolation and destruction.

The Australian mentality is perhaps too realistic to be overmuch attracted by the
problems of what is usually called abstract or non-representational painting, that is, a com-
position which relies for its appeal purely on the significance of its disposition of colours
and shapes and not on its reference to anything in the world of reality,

Eric Wilson, whose premature death in 1946 was a distinct loss to Australian Art, has
already been mentioned for his Stove Theme, and it was his intention to carry these
researches further. And in the work of Constance Stokes, although the human figure
and natural objects are used as a basis for the composition, the picture relies for its
appeal chiefly on the moving power of its design, both in shape and colour, rather than
on any special reference to the world of reality. Justin O’Brien likewise relies considerably
on a forceful design in full colour.

Another field which has been explored by some contemporary painters is the quality
and texture of surfaces and the results to be obtained by using different mediums such as
enamel and the mixing of substances like sand and sawdust with oil paint. In Wilson’s
Warriston Road we see his preoccupation with the textures of oil paint, and Sali Herman
in his studies of slum streets and old buildings has experimented extensively in this
direction, while Sidney Nolan has used enamel exclusively in his large pictures.

Surrealism, the art of the subconscious, like abstract art, has found few adherents in
Australia. James Gleeson is perhaps the only painter to give his energies entirely to this
mysterious form of expression, and, while the majority of sculptors here continue to make
‘living images’ of notable people for our public monuments, Lyndon Dadswell and others
have experimented in plastic design to create shapes that will be significant as such with-
out being constrained to conform to natural appearances,

In the space of this foreword it is not intended to give a critical evaluation of all the
works shown in this exhibition. The names and pictures quoted have been used mainly
to give an idea of the various tendencies and characteristics of the contemporary movement
in Australia, which, although at present strongly savouring in some respects of European
influences, is nevertheless of a vitality and vigour which promises well for the future of
Australian Art,
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48 J. ROPER. Gold Diggings, Ararat. Oil

37 JOHN GLOVER My Harvest Home. Oil
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36 S. T. GILL. Sturt’s Overland Expedition, Adelaide. Watercolour 39 WILLIAM BUELOW GOULD. Flowers and Fruit. Oil
52 53
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JOSHUA SMITH.

Portrait Group. Qil

147 LLOYD REES.

Sunset on the Omega Hills,

Oil
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