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EARLY COLONIAL ART 
Al l  too frequently we are overwhelmed by the charm o f  our Early Colonial Art 
and forgetful o f  the use to which i t  was put in providing information and 
records. Consequently the ear l iest  pictures o f  aborigines, kangaroos, colonial 
settlements or country vistas, l e t  people in the homelands know what Australia 
was l i ke  and recorded fami l iar  scenes f o r  the satisfaction o f  sett lers in after. 
years. 
However, they saw the Australian landscape as Europeans - the aborigines 
looked to them l i ke  Red Indians or Polynesians, the trees l i ke  English 
species or similar to them. I t  was-. not un t i l  la te r  that  our a r t i s ts  began 
to paint things as we i n  turn have come to see and understand them. 

The ear l iest  a r t i s ts  who sailed with navigators, scientists and the first 
administrators were more concerned with the i r  b r ie f  to record bi rd,  animal 
and plant l i f e - ,  and occasionally to make studies o f  the indigenous black 
man. 
Augustus Earle sailed with Charles Darwin on the Beagle i r f  1831, William Westall 
and 14attew Flinders on the Inves t iga tor  and l i ke  his father John William Lewin 
was a natural history draughtsman. 
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Unt i l  settlements grew there was l i t t l e  else t o  pa in t  as the a r t i s t s  were not 
concerned wi th  human beings i n  act ion and ce r ta i n l y  not w i th  convicts or 
lowly orders. Paintings d i s t i n c t  from s c i e n t i f i c  recording merely repeated 
the taste o f  the pr iv i ledged European patrons - the gentle watercolours of 
elegant houses i n  t h e i r  landscaped se t t ings ,  s t i l l  l i f e s  f lowers,  fruit 
and game and p o r t r a i t  sketches. 
Genre paint ings (the depict ion o f  subjects o f  everyday l i f e )  were a l l  but 
ignored o r  passed over as unimportant. I t  was not u n t i l  l a t e r  t h a t  a few 
a r t i s t s  d i rected t h e i r  ta lents  toward ordinary people. S.T. G i l l  a r r ived in 
Adelaide i n  1839 and l a t e r  painted the busy gold rush scenes o f  Ballarat 
and Bendigo. 

Robert Dowling gained lesser prominence by recording the ear ly  l i f e  around 
Battery Point ,  Hobart. I t  i s  regret tab le  t h a t  there were no e a r l i e r  genre 
painters o r  t ha t  they were not encouraged. And so we have l o s t  forever a 
contemporary appreciat ion o f  our ear ly  times the swaggering so ld ier ,  the 
unlucky convicts,  the proud s e t t l e r s ,  the s a i l o r s ,  traders and whalers that 
make the settlements o f  Sydney and Hobart Town b r i gh te r  by t h e i r  presence 
Even a f t e r  G i l l  we are s t i l l  not f u l l y  sympathetic t o  the need to  record 
contemporary l i f e  Frederick licCubbin t o  a great degree reminds us i n  his 
romanticized paint ings t ha t  the l i f e  o f  the pioneer s e t t l e r  was indeed 
difficult. 
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I t  i s  wel l  to  take pleasure i n  these o ld  works though many o f  them are hardly 
masterpieces by European standards. But they have a v i t a l i t y  and beauty 
and do depict  Aus t ra l ia  as i t  appeared to  a small integrated community of 
pioneers. 
B r i e f l y  our ea r l y  a r t i s t s  f a l l  roughly i n t o  three groups: 

(1) the convicts l i k e  Thomas Watl ing, Joseph Lycet t ,  Thomas 
Wainewright, Wil l iam Gould, John Eyre and George Peacock; 

(2) The cu l t i va ted  amateurs who included i n  t h e i r  gentlemanly 
prerequis i tes an a b i l i t y  to  pa in t  and sketch - Wi l l iam Light, 
Captain James Wal l i s ,  P h i l i p  King, Wil l iam Westall; 

(3) the professionals who paved the way f o r  the b i r t h  o f  the 
Austra l ian School o f  pa in t ing - John Glover, Conrad Martens, 
Louis Buvelot; Eugene von Guerard, J.  Skinner Prout, 
Nicholas Chevalier. 
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ART OF THE MIDDLE PERIOD 
Often t h i s  period has been mistakenly ca l led Austra l ian Impressionism, main- 
l y  due to  the f a c t  t ha t  i n  1885 Tom Roberts returned from France, the home 
o f  Impressionism, applauding i t s  mer i ts .  I t  was obvious t ha t  Roberts had 
witnessed an exc i t i ng  and v ib ran t  a r t  movement bases on the Barbizon School 
o f  p l e i n  a i r  paint ing.  The term p l e i n  a i r  impressionism could be more apt 
f o r  the Austra l ian counterpart f o r  l i k e  the French they developed the habit 
o f  completing t h e i r  work out-of-doors whi le  they had the scene before them. 
Pr io r  to  t h a t  they had made sketches on the spot and produced the finished 
drawings i n  t h e i r  studios. 
The Roberts way o f  paint ing proved popular and was qu ick ly  taken up by 
Fred McCubbin and Louis Abrahams who formed the f i r s t  a r t i s t s '  camp at 
Box H i l l ,  V i c to r i a .  The taste f o r  l i v i n g  i n  and paint ing the bush grew 
and the Heidelberg School was establ ished wi th Conder, Streeton and Withers 
j o i n ing  forces. For the f i r s t  time i n  a r t  the real beauty o f  the Australian 
landscape was recognised by the pub l ic  - the o ld European greens and softer 
l i g h t s  had given way t o  the newly discovered blues, golds and ochres under 
a harsh Austra l ian light. 
Other a r t i s t s  fol lowed Roberts t o  Europe, John Peter Russel l ,  Rupert Bunny, 
and E. P h i l l i p s  Fox, and became expatr iates.  Streeton however returned 
only to  witness the decl ine o f  the Heidelberg School. 
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The more academic t r a d i t i o n s  o f  the Royal Academy gained popu lar i ty  among 
a cer ta in  group o f  a r t i s t s  - the b r i l l i a n t  John Longstaff and the flamboyant 
George Lambert both displayed outstanding manual dex te r i t y  through the use 
o f  broad, square brush strokes. Likewise the watercolour is ts Blamire Young 
and J . J .  H i lder  employed a conf ident and rapid technique o f  f l u i d  washes. 

There seemed t o  be several simple d i rec t ions  i n  Austra l ian a r t  o f  the Middle 
period. Those who fol lowed Streeton's l a t e r  s t y l e  included Gruner, Heysen, 
Buckmaster and l a t e r  s t i l l  Campbell. Po r t ra i t s  and nude studies continuing 
the example o f  Lambert, McInnes, Hall and Wheeler; p ic tures o f  horses in 
which the leading exponent was Septirnus Power; and paint ings o f  boats, 
harbours and t o u r i s t  resor ts ,  from Streeton's Sydney Harbour scenes to  early 
Lionel Lindsay o i l s  and Wi l l  Ashton, were among other d i rec t ions  explored. 
Natura l ly  not a l l  a r t i s t s  conformed t o  these categories. Hugh Ramsay 
fol lowed the s t y l e  o f  Velasquez, and the l y r i c i s t s  were Blamire Young, 
J . J .  H i lder ,  Penleigh Boyd and Sydney Long, Max Meidrum's tonal representat- 
ions departed from main streams and seemed t o  turn back the clock by 
res ta t ing  the t ru ths  establ ished by the 'Barbizon School o f  France. 
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TOWARDS MODERN ART 
The l i n k  w i th  France..through our expatria-tes may not  be so very important 
a t  t h i s  stage but  by the ear ly  twenties a group o f  Sydney a r t i s t s  was making 
bold advertures i n t o  the anti-academic-realms o f  modern Art. 

Roy de Maistre, Roland Wakelin and Grace Cossington Smith led a movement 
based on Cezanne's cubism. There Sydney a r t i s t s  achieved an individuality 
which only today i s  being f u l l y  appreciated. However, i t  was the a r t  teacher 
D a t i l l o  Rubbo who saw t h e i r  potent ia l  and encouraged them to  b a t t l e  on in 
t h e i r  endeavours t o  gain acceptance. Before long w i th  Adelaide Perry and 
Margaret Preston they established themselves as the Contemporary Group. 

By the ear ly  30's large reproductions o f  pictures by Cezanne, Gauguin, 
van Gogh and Matisse had begun to  appear i n  Aust ra l ia  and the inf luence of 
a r t i s t s  re turn ing from Europe had broadened the f i e l d  o f  understanding. 

The strong inf luence o f  Cezanne was seen i n  Wi l l iam Fra te r ' s  three 1931 
Archibald Prize en t r ies .  He w i th  other Melbourne a r t i s t s ,  Arnold Shore, 
A.h. Plante and Isabel Tweddle formed the nucleus o f  the Twenty Melbourne 
Painters and encouraged George Bel l  to establ ish a modern a r t  school in 
Melbourne (1932). 
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The Contemporary A r t  Society was formed i n  Melbourne i n  the ear ly  years of 
the war wi th branches i n  Sydney and Adelaide. Crowds f locked t o  i t s  early 
exh ib i t ions and c o n t e m p o r a r y  a r t  espec ia l ly  among the young, became 
something o f  a vogue. 
A t  the outbreak o f  the Second World War the return to  Aus t ra l ia  o f  Dobell, 
Drysdale, Er ic  Wilson, Grace Cossignton Smith and Donald Friend provided 

a much needed stimulus t o  modern a r t .  They were jo ined by a band of 
emigrees, Desiderius Urban, Ludwig Hirschfeld-Mack (ex Bauhaus) and 
Danila V a s s i l i e f f  who wi th  e a r l i e r  a r r i v a l s  Sal i  Herman and Josi Bergner 
infused a more mature continental s p i r i t  i n t o  our a r t  world. 

The post war period saw the r i s e  o f  two o f  Aus t ra l i a ' s  most notable artists 
S i r  Wil l iam Dobell and S i r  Russell Drysdale - the former f o r  h is  superb 
t e l l i n g  p o r t r a i t s  and the l a t t e r  f o r  h is  romanticized and t h e a t r i c a l l y  composed 
studies o f  outback Austra l ian l i f e .  As a consequence a new v is ion  of 
Austral ians and Aust ra l ia  was opened up t o  a r t i s t s  and t h e i r  audiences. 

As many Austral ians are very r e a l i s t i c  and down to  earth they are generally 
not drawn to abst ract  o r  non-representational paint ing - t h a t  i s  a painting 
which r e l i e s  f o r  i t s  appeal purely on the s ign i f icance o f  i t s  d ispos i t ion of 
colours and shapes, and not on i t s  reference t o  anything i n  the world of 
reality. 
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I f  we look back a t  Er ic  Wilson's S t o v e  paint ing we see how he uses a real 
ob ject  as basis f o r  the-composi-tion, but the p ic tu re  r e l i e s  upon i t s  interest- 
ing and powerful design o f  shapes, colour and texture.  Constance Stokes 
and Just in  O'Brien l ikewise used colour and shape resourcefu l ly  i n  their 
s t y l i zed  f i g u re  composition. 

The a r t  o f  the f i f t i e s  was dominated by a group o f  a r t i s t s  from Melbourne an 
Arthur Boyd, A lbe r t  Tucker, John Olsen, Sidney Nolan, John Brack, 
John Perceval and Leonard French. Thei r  cont r ibu t ion  today i s  unmistakable 
we rea l i ze  now i n  the l i g h t  o f  a f u l l e r  awareness how exc i t i ng  and 
adventurous these years were. Boyd's Br ide  and Leda ser ies ,  Nolan's Kelly, 
Burke and  W i l l s ,  and Mrs.  F r a s e r  works surely must be regarded as artistic 
and h i s t o r i c  milestones. 
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ART IN THE 70's 
The notable exh ib i t i on  i n  1968 The F i e l d  f o r c i b l y  defined Hard-edge colour 
abstract ion as the main s t y l e  o f  the l a t e  s i x t i e s .  Col Jordan, John Firth 
Smith, Sydney B a l l ,  Michael Johnson were among those a r t i s t s  who clearly 
defined shapes w i th  strong colour contrasts and fo rce fu l  d i rec t i on .  The Pop 
a r t  movement tended t o  peter out towards the end o f  the s i x t i e s  leaving 
Richard Lar ter  and Ken Rienhard t o  carry  on the movement assisted to  a 
lesser degree by Keith Looby and Peter Powditch. 

f o r  The world wide movement i n  the 70's towards New Realism was heightened 
i n  Aust ra l ia  by Robert Boynes's re turn t o  t h i s  country. Boynes's concern 
f o r  the dehumanization o f  our p l a s t i c  society was not echoed i n  William 
Dela f ie ld  Cook o r  Alan O l d f i e l d ' s  p l a i n  r e a l i t y .  Je f f rey  Smart shows us that 
h is  strange form o f  Surrealism o f  the 1940's i s  s t i l l  re levant  today as we 
acknowledge t h a t  the New Realists are simply rev iva l  surrealists. 

Although Lyr ica l  Abstract ion and Minimal A r t  survive i n  various quarters the 
general tendency i n  a r t  i n  the 70's i s  towards sculpture ra ther  than painting. 
Conceptual a r t ,  assemblages and sculpture have been the pre-occupation of 
many a r t i s t s  and the success o f  the Mildura Sculpture Exhib i t ions o f  1970 
and 1973 i s  due mainly t o  a r t i s t s  l i k e  Ti Parks, Tony Coleing and Ross Grounds 
who made both social  and ecological statements i n  t h e i r  work. 
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This does not conclude t ha t  pa in t ing i s  dead or  lacks i n t e res t  or  v i t a l i t y  or 
t h a t  the successful expressionists o r  semi- f igurat ive a r t i s t s  have conceded to 
the more publ ic ized avant-garde mainstreams. A r t i s t s  l i k e  Ful ibrook, Brack, 
Boyd, and Will iams continue t o  pursue t h e i r  own p a r t i c u l a r  causes unencumbered 
by new wave ideas or  philosophies. Perhaps i n  the end t h e i r  work needs no 
justification, 
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