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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the problem of modelling, and the problematical models of, two 

New Zealand artists: Rita Angus and Colin McCahon. The primary concern is not the 

art but rather the cultural construction of these figures and their work - how they 

represented themselves and how they have been modelled by the shifting forces of 

history, ideology, and cultural authority. 

The discussion begins with a survey of the artwriting discourses that represent 

Angus's life and work during 1930s and 1940s, and it explores some of the factors that 

shape these texts and the problems they present. Then, by way of some new evidence, 

the dissertation unsettles the conventional narratives that generally appear in writings 

about the artist, her work, and her cultural milieu. Attention is also trained on the 

actions, verdicts and prescriptions of the writers, poets and intellectuals who became 

increasingly involved in the composition of art criticism in the late 1940s. These 

commentators attempted to discipline and refocus Angus's project, but she objected to 

their appraisals and aspirations, and even their interest in her work. Her protests had 

some remarkable effects on her career, and on the way in which others modelled her in 

the public domain. An analysis of her dissenting voice also offers much information 

about her own model of the artist. Finally, the discussion also examines two influential 

models of Angus as a symbolic painter, and suggests they are implausible. 

From the initial phase of his cultural invention onwards, McCahon has often been 

modelled as the New Zealand artist. A major concern is to establish how and why this 

artist became such a dominant figure. Because the construction ofMcCahon took place 

in the absence of a supportive artworld infrastructure, the text seeks to establish how 

such a fundamental impediment affected, conditioned and enabled his invention as a 

prominent public artist. The dissertation also examines the implications of his role as a 

curator and Deputy Director at the Auckland City Art Gallery, and argues that there are 

causal connections between this influential position and his growing stature as a 

painter. It will also become apparent that his experience as an artist informed his 

attempts to remodel the local artworld and its support systems through the Gallery's 

policies and programmes. Another powerful factor in the modelling ofMcCahon is the 

artist's representation of himself and his project. The text sets out to analyse the nature, 

complexity and effects of his autobiographical performances, and it will identify. the 

historical and cultural conditions to which these writings respond. 
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INTRODUCTION 

MODELLING THE ARTIST 

I consider art historical writing as the result of decisions 
about what counts as history, but also as a kind of 
expressive fiction - as a novel or a diary.1 

James Elkins, Our Beautiful, Dry, and Distant Texts 

1. 

Insofar as art historical writing may be construed, at James Elkins's prompt, 'as 

a kind of expressive fiction', then it could be said that artists figure as fictional 

creations - modelled in much the same way that a novelist might construct a 

central character, or a diarist might contrive a self. And many of the same 

questions might be asked of the 'modelled', or 'self-modelled', artist as are 

properly asked of a novel's character or a diarist's self. 'Truth' here is not the 

primary consideration, either way round. 'Plausibility' is perhaps the real 

consideration of the modelling process. 

This dissertation sets out to interrogate the modelling of two artists: Rita 

Angus (1908-1970) and Colin McCahon (1919-1987). While the discussion 

addresses the art and image-making practices of both, primarily it is about the 

historical, cultural and institutional forces and discourses that construct these 

subjects as artists and as bodies of work. During their careers, the process was 

enacted upon McCahon and Angus through a range of commentaries, 

biographical texts and art reviews produced by journalists, intellectuals, 

supporters, patrons, fellow artists, gallery officials and critics of varying 

abilities. Their modelling as artists was informed, too, by the cultural 

conditions of mid-twentieth-century New Zealand. Both figures also modelled 

themselves in discursive as well as visual terms, and inevitably these 

performances responded to and influenced other representations of them and 

their projects. Thus, the following analysis also gives attention to the dialectical 

1 James Elkins, Our Beautiful, Dry, and Distant Texts: Art History as Writing (New York: 
Routledge, 2000), p. xi. 
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dynamics of this process. 2 

To conceptualise the artist as a modelled figure is to break with the 

common understanding of what the term signifies. The concept of the artist 

usually refers to a creative individual who is an artwork's original and solitary 

source, and whose intentions and biographical experiences are expressed 

through the work. These expectations are continually affirmed by art museums, 

art markets and art historians. However, the idea of the artist has also been the 

subject of increasing contest in recent decades. For instance, feminist art 

historians demonstrated that the traditional image of the artist as an isolated 

subject struggling for creative self-expression was part of an ideological 

structure that privileged men and masculinity while oppressing and 

marginalising women.3 As an alternative, writers and artists investigated 

different and particularly non-individualistic creative practices, such as 

partnerships and collectives.4 Another influential critique of the artist appeared 

with Roland Barthes's infamous proclamation of 'The Death of the Author' .5 In 

a polemical discussion bearing this title, Barthes sought to train the focus away 

from the author and onto the text by arguing that the author's agency as arbiter 

of the text's meaning is undone because 'the text is a tissue of quotations 

drawing from the innumerable centres of culture.' 6 Thus the text cannot be 

viewed as the original creation of its author for 'the inner "thing" [the writer] 

thinks to "translate" is itself only a ready-formed dictionary'. 7 According to 

Barthes, this 'death of the author' enables the birth of the reader, inasmuch as 

the reader is the space where a text's meaning is made. 8 A closely related 

challenge to the concept of the artist emerged through a post-modem critique of 

originality, where the artist was no longer perceived as inventing a work or 

2 This element ofmy approach is influenced by Sarah Burns's study of American artists, art and 
culture. Sarah Burns, Inventing the Modern Artist: Art and Culture in Gilded Age America 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), p. 2. 
3 See: Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock, Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981); Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, Feminism and Art 
History: Questioning the Litany (New York: Harper and Row, 1982). 
4 See: Whitney Chadwick and Isabelle de Courtivron, eds., Significant Others: Creativity and 
Intimate Partnership (London: Thames and Hudson, 1993). 
5 Barthes, Roland, 'The Death of the Author', in Image, Music, Text, Stephen Heath, trans., 
(London: Fontana, 1977), pp. 142-148. 
6 Barthes, p. 146. 
7 Barthes, p. 146. 
8 Barthes, p. 148. 



controlling its meaning.9 
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Post-modem artists tended to focus on the 

construction and manipulation of meaning through visual, verbal and textual 

sign systems. 10 Yet all of this consciousness about the nature, functions and 

problems surrounding the idea of the artist, and all of the works and practices 

seeking to deconstruct or critique the idea, have never eliminated or displaced 

the concept. As Michel Foucault observed in his critique of Barthes's 'death of 

the author', shifting critical attention onto the work does not mean that the 

author has been abandoned, not only because the term 'work' and the unity it 

signifies is as problematical as the term author, but also because to define 

something as a work is to create the expectation that it has an author .11 

Moreover, as Catherine Soussloff argues, in most art history, and even in more 

recent object-based artwriting: 

the artist exists as the product of art historical methods used to explain 
the object in culture. The artist is a naturalised concept, existing in the 
object, with intentions signalled through a self-constructed persona for 
whom a primary trait is the possession of just those intentions capable 
of artistic realisation, or 'expression' invested in the work of art.12 

In other words, the methodologies of art history, even where they focus on 

objects, nonetheless tend to conjure up the figure of the artist. 

Because the artist remains central to the discipline of art history it is 

useful and necessary to consider how the concept operates. A way forward here 

is offered by Foucault, who suggests that instead of proclaiming 'the death of 

the author', it is more productive to examine the complexities surrounding the 

name and the function of the concept. He observes the name of the author 

signifies differently from the name of a proper person because the former 

remains within discourse, serving 'to characterise the existence, circulation and 

operation of certain discourses within a society.' 13 Thus, the name of an author 

can identify and classify a particular set of documents and it can also condition 

9 Christopher Reed, 'Postmodernism and the Art of Identity', in Concepts of Modern Art: From 
Fauvism to Postmodernism, 3rd ed., (London: Thames and Hudson, 1997), p. 272. 
10 Reed, pp. 272-274. For an account of post-modernism in the New Zealand context see: 
Christina Barton, 'Framing the Real: Postmodern Discourses in Recent New Zealand Art', in 
Headlands: Thinking Through New Zealand Art, Mary Barr, ed., (Wellington: National Art 
Gallery; Sydney: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1992), pp. 173-184. 
11 Foucault, Michel, 'What is an Author?', in Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected 
Essays and Interviews, Donald F. Bouchard, ed., (Oxford: Blackwell, 1977), pp. 113-120. 
12 Catherine Soussloff, The Absolute Artist: The Historiography of a Concept (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1997), p. 4. 
13 Foucault, p. 124. 
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and determine how these texts are treated and analysed. Foucault also contends 

that authorship is not spontaneously decreed; rather it is carefully developed 

through a variety of complex procedures designed 'to construct the rational 

entity we call an author.' 14 Such a construction enables critics to neutralise 

contradictions, to explain the existence of particular events within a text, and to 

discern unities. Given the centrality and significance of the author function, 

Foucault calls for a new kind of discourse-based analysis. He advocates that: 

we should ask: under what conditions and through what forms can an 
entity like the subject appear in the order of discourse; what position 
does it occupy; what functions does it exhibit; and what rules does it 
follow in each type of discourse? In short, the subject (and its 
substitutes) must be stripped of its creative role and analysed as a 
complex and variable function of discourse.15 

The following discussion is by no means Foucauldian. However, 

Foucault's notion of the author as a discourse-bound concept which is tied to a 

set of works and his insistence on the complexity and variability of the subject 

have some bearing on my proposition of Angus and McCahon as modelled 

figures. For one of the major aspirations of this text is to identify and analyse 

the various writings that invent, sustain and contest these subjects. It will also 

consider how and why the representations of Angus and McCahon change over 

time. In addition to emiching our understanding of both subjects, this approach 

also offers some insights into various debates about the role of the artist and the 

function of art in New Zealand between the 193 Os and the 1970s, and it explores 

a number of contests for cultural hegemony. 

As well as looking at the writings that construct these artists, the text is 

also about the cultural, institutional and historical factors that influence their 

modelling. For instance, the discussion examines some of the implications of 

operating in an artworld so poorly suited to the needs of aspiring professionals. 

In the early and mid-twentieth-century, New Zealand had very little in the way 

of suitably qualified art critics, supportive public funding agencies, 

professionally administered art museums, or forums for serious and sustained 

artwriting. Yet these shortcomings, insufficiencies and lacks were not so much 

prohibitions as they were circumstances that structured and conditioned the 

14 Foucault, p. 127. 
15 Foucault, pp. 137-138. 
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modelling of both artists. In the case of McCahon, the absence of professional 

agencies and artwriters did not stop his invention as a major local artist; 

arguably this circumstance worked to his advantage, to the extent that his 

creation as a major public figure had no need for official sanctification, but 

instead his supporters, who had no formal qualifications for such an enterprise, 

were able to make him famous. 

Another significant historical circumstance that affects the modelling of 

these artists is that in the New Zealand context painters were often intimately 

involved in positioning and promoting their works in the public domain. Before 

the 1950s no public art gallery sought to collect, display or discuss 

contemporary local art, and a stable dealer gallery system was not established 

until the 1960s. Instead most artists showed at the art societies and independent 

artists' associations, and some, with the help of friends and supporters, 

organised solo shows in makeshift venues such as cafes, bookshops and 

libraries. Thus, artists had considerable control over where, how and when their 

works were presented. In his capacity as an Exhibitions Officer, Keeper and 

Deputy Director at the Auckland City Art Gallery (ACAG) in the 1950s and 

1960s, McCahon operated as one of the most powerful canon-makers in both 

contemporary and historical New Zealand art, and he displayed and promoted 

his own works in this context. An inquiry into the implications of the artist-as

curator is therefore particularly relevant in the New Zealand context and 

especially in the case of McCahon. 

This study also examines the ways in which these artists reacted to the 

experience of being modelled. Given the limited scale of New Zealand's arts 

infrastructure and cultural community, both Angus and McCahon were acutely 

aware of how they were being defined in the public domain and both were 

dramatically affected by representations of their works. Angus's reactions were 

mostly antagonistic: she opposed what she perceived as the over-representation 

of specific paintings; she refused to be written about; she threatened legal action 

over the unauthorised reproduction of her paintings; and she scolded 

commentators who dared to discuss her. In the later part of her career she 

became increasingly opposed to art historical discourse and art criticism, and 

her acts of protest and resistance had some enduring implications for how others 

dealt with her and how they represented her. Conversely, McCahon courted 
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publicity, attention and criticism. However, the widespread and continual 

incomprehension of his project forced him to rethink many of his strategies and 

it also encouraged him to tackle the problem more directly, by taking up the role 

of an artwriter on behalf of his own work. In so doing he provided what 

remams one of the most influential models of himself and his work. An 

analysis of how McCahon and Angus modelled themselves also serves to 

illuminate their respective theories about the nature and functions of art, 

artwriting and the artist. 

Studying the modelling of these two artists also offers considerable insights 

into the priorities, agendas and power structures operating during this period. 

For instance, Angus emerged in and was embraced by an artworld where 

reviewers were mostly supportive, and where artists had considerable power. 

By the late 1940s, however, the authority and credibility of the old arts 

community and its self-determining agencies was waning. At the same time a 

group of critics, mostly writers, poets and intellectuals, began to present new 

kinds of art criticism and commentary in the influential literary journal Landfall. 

-While Angus privately voiced her opposition to this new force, McCahon 

worked in close association with the ascendant commentators and benefited 

accordingly. Then, in the mid-1950s, the ACAG began to figure as a significant 

authority for the arts at a national level; it attempted to formulate a canon of 

major local figures and it also composed interpretative models for what it 

defined as iconic paintings. Again, McCahon was at the forefront of this shift 

while Angus resisted. A detailed scrutiny of how these artists were affected by 

such shifts in authority tells us much about the New Zealand art scene. 

Moreover, because the contests about cultural authority were always ideological 

as well as administrative, my approach will throw new light on how both gender 

and nationalism operated as powerful modelling forces. 

Inasmuch as nationalism is a frequently deployed term throughout the 

discussion it is important to explain that in this context the word's meaning 

varies according to whether it is presented in the lower or upper case. Without a 

capital, 'nationalism' designates the practices that invent nations. 16 However, 

where it bears a capital letter, 'Nationalism' refers to what local art historian 

16 Ernest Gellner, Thought and Change (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1964), p. 169. 
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Francis Pound defines as 'that body of art and literature, which between c. 1930 

and c. 1970, set out to define an essential New Zealandness, and to create a 

specifically New Zealand high culture.' 17 While my own project works within 

the territory so perceptively and extensively examined by Pound, and while I 

too am interested in the era's mythologies, codes and period truths, my text 

differs considerably from his writings not only in its focus on the modelling of 

two artists but also in that it places greater emphasis on the shifts in power and 

authority rather than the continuities of mid-twentieth-century New Zealand 

culture. 

The · choice of Angus and McCahon as my case studies also requires 

explanation. In part the motivation is pragmatic. These two figures have been 

chosen precisely because they were promoted by a number of canon-makers, 

and because both were the subject of considerable attention. Their lives, works 

and careers have been discussed in a diverse range of forums, including 

newspapers, magazines, books, academic journals, and exhibition catalogues. 

Both are subjects constituted through biography and mythology as well as art 

history. While McCahon alone has occasionally found a place in international 

publications and exhibitions, certainly the markers of local iconicity (such as 

media and scholarly interest, mainstream exhibition exposure, and market 

prices) have also attached themselves to Angus. Because both artists occupy 
• 

such dominant positions within today's canon, it is particularly important to 

establish how they rose to prominence. 

The selection of these two figures also has to do with their points of 

difference. As I have already suggested, Angus deflected the kind of 

commentary that McCahon consciously invited and even generated. An 

assessment of such divergent experiences, reactions and alliances shows not 

only the consequences of these stances, but also it offers different perspectives 

on the period's cultural authorities, and it creates a more comprehensive account 

17 Francis Pound, 'Nationalist Themes in New Zealand Art' (unpublished course book 19:305, 
University of Auckland, 1995). While I have quoted from an unpublished source here, Pound 
has discussed various elements of Nationalism in a number of publications including: Francis 
Pound, 'Nationalist Antitheses: A Compendium', Antic, 1 (June 1986), pp. 73-84; Francis 
Pound, 'The Land, the Light, and Nationalist Myth in New Zealand Art', in Te Whenua, Te Iwi: 
The Land and the People, Jock Phillips, ed., (Wellington: Stout Research Centre, Allen and 
Unwin and Port Nicholson Press, 1987), pp. 48-60; Francis Pound, Signatures of Place: 
Paintings and Place-Names (New Plymouth: Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, 1991). 
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of their agendas. Choosing a male and a female artist also enables the text to 

address some of the complexities of how their experiences were conditioned by 

the politics of gender. Certainly this is not a simple story of female absence and 

male presence, or exclusion and endorsement; rather, gender proves to be a 

complex factor affecting the terms in which both artists and their works were 

framed and understood. Angus's paintings, for instance, were, it will be argued, 

carefully modelled according to the priorities of a masculinist regime. 

Because this text continually examines the politics and agendas of canon

making texts, I have caught glimpses of how my own preferences and 

prejudices condition this enterprise. Certainly I share with many antecedent 

commentators an enthusiasm for the work of both McCahon and Angus, and an 

admiration for their dedication and fierce tenacity, and my text inevitably 

reasserts the significance of these painters. This is not to say, however, that I 

support or endorse the exclusionary canons that characterise mid-twentieth

century New Zealand art as the story of a few major figures. In the 1960s a 

number of commentators presented Angus, McCahon and Toss Woollaston as a 

triumvirate, a big three of New Zealand art, and, in more recent times, many 

promoters have billed McCahon as the major local talent. Such propositions are 

generally underscored by a troubling disregard for Aotearoa' s indigenous art, 

and they also ignore other notable New Zealand artists. 18 Rather than simply 

reinstating the importance of Angus and McCahon, my case studies are intended 

to demystify the processes by which subjects are constituted and to examine 

rather than endorse the politics and logic of exclusionary canons. Certainly 

there is nothing inevitable, natural or just about such formations. 

It could also be argued that this text reinstates a notable prejudice of earlier 

generations inasmuch as it does not include a resolutely abstract painter. There 

are, however, a number of reasons for not writing about a figure such as Gordon 

Walters. He, along with other abstract artists, was marginalised and alienated 

for much of his career, and because he stayed out of the public domain for most 

the 1950s and 1960s, there is comparatively little published material to work 

with. Moreover, precisely because Walters's canonisation was a somewhat 

belated affair, his champions in the 1970s and 1980s also mounted a coherent 

18 Aotearoa is the Maori name for New Zealand. 
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analysis of how a widespread local hostility towards abstraction combined with 

Nationalist anti-intellectualism had hitherto operated to exclude and trivialise 

his work. 19 In the face of such an assessment of the priorities, period truths and 

workings of the canon in relation to abstract painters, it would be redundant and 

impertinent to retrace this territory. 

The texts I discuss are not always chosen for their quality; rather my 

choices are governed by the agenda of thesis, which is to say they are selected 

for their significance in the modelling of these artists. In effect, I have 

concentrated on writings that contain popular or influential models of Angus 

and McCahon, as well as the writings they responded to. To the reader 

accustomed to scholarly monographs, perceptive international art journals and 

well-informed major art magazines, some of the writings that this dissertation 

deals with may seem minor or unworthy of quotation or scrutiny. It may also 

appear slightly odd that I include reviews and Letters to the Editor from 

provincial newspapers, or that I discuss journalism and biographical 

commentary. In part, I do so because this is what most of the period's writings 

were. In an environment where there were few trained or appropriately 

educated critics and where, for much of the 1950s and 1960s, there were no 

publications dedicated to the production of sustained arts commentary, 

artwriting was not, from an academic point of view, of a very high standard. 

However, such writings are important because they are the bearers of common 

and widely-held assumptions and beliefs about artworks and artists. 

Mainstream writings are also relevant to my enterprise because, as I will 

demonstrate, these texts often had considerable effect on the artists in question. 

My reading ofMcCahon's model of himself and his work in Colin McCahon: A 

Survey Exhibition in 1972, for instance, argues that the document offers a 

response to the preceding public and critical representations of his project.20 

The two case studies that are pursued throughout the discussion are 

developed separately. Angus emerged as an artist roughly a decade before 

McCahon, and he continued to work for at least a decade after her death, but 

19 See: Leonard Bell, 'Putting the Record Straight: Gordon Walters', Art New Zealand, 27 
(1983), pp. 42-45; Francis Pound, 'Walters and the Canon', Gordon Walters: Order and 
Intuition (Auckland: Walters Publications, 1989), pp. 51-70. 
2° Colin McCahon, Colin McCahon: A Survey Exhibition (Auckland: Auckland City Art 
Gallery, Auckland, 1972), pp. 17-38. 



10 
both were significant figures in the New Zealand artworld of the 1940s, 1950s 

and 1960s. Thus, inevitably, some of the same events and personnel appear in 

more than one chapter. Chapters Four and Six, for example, include discussion 

about the new literary commentators of the 1940s, while Chapters Five and 

Seven give considerable attention to the canon-making enterprises of the 

ACAG. However, where particular events and texts are discussed in different 

chapters, the intention is always to demonstrate their differing implications for 

the modelling of these artists. As McCahon once remarked: 'You drill for oil in 

places where you expect it can be found. Some confusion in all of this, but you 

might get a drop. ' 21 

21 Colin McCahon, to Agnes Wood, 26 July 1979, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki, Artist's 
Files and Archives: Colin McCahon fol. 1. 



CHAPTER Two 

WRITING RITA 

In reading, then, we try to find our bearings; we are lost [ ... ] and 
unsure that what we see is an objective world or whether we are this 
thing's sole source. This is the moment, which often remains 
unnoticed or unremarked upon, when we feel we have been overcome 
by the immeasurable complexity of a text. During my repeated 
viewings of Rita Angus' paintings it was difficult to abandon the 
depressing feeling that there was little to say about these self
portraits, that they were intractable, perhaps even meaningless and 
unconnected, and my hypotheses and conjectures about them would 
remain unconfirmed.1 

Laurence Simmons, The Image Always Has the Last Word 

[I] Nationalising the Artist 

11 

Writing about Rita Angus is a difficult and perplexing enterprise. What 

Laurence Simmons suggests about the artist's self-portraits might also be 

applied to her larger oeuvre, where we find not only the usual problems 

confronting any self-reflexive artwriter, but also a body of work which is 

peculiarly difficult to read. The complexity of modelling this artist is also 

confirmed by the fact that while she has featured as a significant figure in New 

Zealand art history since its institutionalisation in the late 1950s and 1960s, 

often the writings that construct her identity and her art are marked by 

hypotheses and conjectures and fictions. Here, and in the following three 

chapters, I intend to examine not only the interpretations but also the dynamics 

and forces which construct, contest and mythologise this artist and her work. In 

so doing I, too, will produce some arguments for a new model of Rita Angus. 

During the late 1950s and 1960s, Peter Tomory and his colleagues at the 

ACAG made the first concerted effort to promote historical and contemporary 

New Zealand artworks. Through a sequence of modest articles, academic 

essays, and even a small book, Tomory also developed an introductory 

1 Laurence Simmons, The Image Always Has the Last Word (Palmerston North: Dunmore Press, 
2002), pp. 33-34. 
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framework for a local history of art.2 With the limited means at his disposal, 

inevitably this was a highly selective affair. Indeed, Tomory's canon for mid

twentieth-century New Zealand art consisted of three distinctive and defiant 

figures: Angus, McCahon and Toss Woollaston.3 He argued that these artists 

were significant because they were the first Modems, 'the first consistently 

serious painters', and the first notable talents who opted to train and reside 

permanently in New Zealand.4 It is here then that we can begin to trace the 

evolution of one of the most important and enduring claims about Angus: that 

her painting and her professionalism deviated from the prevailing norms and 

values of her immediate cultural context, a context which was aesthetically 

reactionary and catered for amateurs. 

Tomory's selective approach applied not only to the number of figures he 

promoted, it also determined how he represented his favoured painters. With 

Angus he consistently drew attention to a few specific examples of her 

landscapes from the 1930s and 1940s and one of her portraits: Portrait (Betty 

Curnow). [fig. l] His interpretation was a classic display of Nationalism: he 

2 Peter Tomory, 'Looking at Art in New Zealand', Landfall, 46 (June 1958), pp. 153-169; Peter 
Tomory, 'The Visual Arts', in Distance Looks Our Way: The Effects of Remoteness on New 
Zealand, Keith Sinclair, ed., (Auckland: Paul's Book Arcade and Auckland University Press, 
1961), pp. 63-78; Peter Tomory, 'What's Different About New Zealand Art?', New Zealand 
Listener, 30 October 1964, p. 3; Peter Tomory, 'It Started in the Thirties', New Zealand 
Listener, 6 November 1964, p. 5; Peter Tomory, 'Art Can't Be Taught', New Zealand Listener, 
20 November 1964, p. 3; Peter Tomory, Painting 1890-1950, Peter Tomory, series ed., New 
Zealand Art series (Auckland: A.H. & A. W. Reed, 1968); Peter Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs and 
Floating Islands: The Romantic Image in New Zealand Painting', Ascent: A Journal of the Arts 
in New Zealand, 2 (July 1968) pp. 5-19. Although I have no wish to impugn Tomory's 
authorship or scholarship, in Chapter Seven I will complicate this argument with the claim that· 
the construction of the ACAG's canon was also a reflection of Colin McCahon's agenda and, 
moreover, that McCahon influenced Tomory. 
3 In his 1964 New Zealand Listener article 'It Started in the Thirties', for instance, he claimed: 
'Modem painting in New Zealand is young in comparison with the painting of most other 
countries. You could say it started in the 1930s. [ ... ] About 1935 there was the beginning ofa 
modem movement. People like Rita Angus and Toss Woollaston were among the first 
consistently serious painters, concerned essentially with the contemporary attitude. This is not 
to dismiss other artists who were more illustrative. 
World War II again interrupted. McCahon first exhibited about 1939 or 1940, but not much was 
appearing and it was not till about 1950-51 that things began to jell, with more than half a dozen 
artists. 
I have used the names of W oollaston and McCahon because by and large they are the most 
mature. Woollaston is 54 or thereabouts; McCahon is 45; and I should include Rita Angus as 
well. The three of them are much ofa painting age because they were all working in the '30s. 
They are interesting because neither W oollaston nor McCahon has spent any length of time out 
of New Zealand. We had a retrospective exhibition of both of them in Auckland about two 
years ago, showing paintings from 1935 up to 1962. There are no other artists, except Rita 
Angus, you can do this with.' Tomory, 'It Started', p. 5. 
4 Tomory, 'It Started', p. 5. 
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argued that these works communicated an essential New Zealandness by 

simultaneously offering 'contemporary unvarnished literal truths' and 'timeless 

emblems of a land and people.' 5 Yet, while he framed this painter in Nationalist 

terms, he was also eager to demonstrate that hitherto she had been failed by this 

ideology, in the sense that the literary Nationalists, who dominated local 

artwriting up until the late 1950s, tended to privilege illustrative work at' the 

expense of the 'image makers' - artists such as Woollaston and Angus. 6 Thus 

Tomory's modelling of Angus was also a case-study, a demonstration showing 

that the literary critics had missed the art historical sophistication of her 

practice; to this end, he set out to prove that her major paintings were imbued 

with complex and premeditated emblematic meaning. His case was memorably 

developed in relation to Portrait (Betty Curnow), and I intend to examine this 

argument in depth in Chapter Five. Suffice to say that Tomory established a 

remarkably influential template for interpreting the artist's work in terms of a 

carefully choreographed symbolism, and subsequent writers have approached 

her painting with these expectations in mind. 

Gordon H. Brown's and Hamish Keith's An Introduction to New Zealand 

Painting I 83 9-I 967, the first book-length study of this field, was published in 

1969.7 Both authors worked at the ACAG during the 1960s, and their text 

borrowed from and consolidated many of the principles advanced by Tomory 

and other figures working under the auspices of this institution. They followed 

the Director's lead in their desire to promote Angus as a significant painter and 

she made a number of appearances in two of their survey chapters. In Chapter 

Eight of their book, 'The Search for a National Identity', Angus and Woollaston 

were singled out as the artists who in the 1930s had formulated a partial solution 

to the problem of finding 'a national identity in painterly terms.' 8 Then, in the 

next survey chapter, Chapter Ten, 'The Nineteen Forties', both of these painters 

5 Tomory, Painting 1890-1950, p. 5. 
6 Tomory, 'Visual Arts', p. 74. Tomory does not offer a direct definition of the 'image maker' 
label, aside from applying it to 'purely painterly' artists. Rather it is a category that he sets up in 
opposition to New Zealand's literary-leaning nee-romantics, 'Subject painters like Eric Lee
Johnson (b.1908) and Russell Clark (b.1905), with their realist drawing, their romantic colour 
and their choice of significant subjects'. Tomory, 'Visual Arts', pp. 73-74. 
7 Gordon H. Brown and Hamish Keith, An Introduction to New Zealand Painting 1839-1967 
(Auckland: Collins, 1969). 
8 Brown and Keith, p. 118. 
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were identified as the decade's dominant figures.9 

While Tomory had always represented Angus in terms of her difference 

from the prevailing styles and cultural norms, An Introduction to New Zealand 

Painting reversed this position by posing her as a logical product of her 

historical, social and artistic context. For instance, Brown and Keith cited 

Angus as an exemplary pupil and beneficiary of the Canterbury College School 

of Art's pedagogical rigour and liberalism.10 Another significant and enduring 

feature of their construction of the artist was that they repeatedly discussed her 

art in relation to The Group shows.11 In the context of the chapter entitled 'A 

Search for a National Identity', they identified The Group as one of the most 

significant organisations in the local and even the national arts scene. Not only 

was it notable because it was a forum where almost every important local artist 

of the time exhibited, but also because, according to Brown and Keith, it was a 

vehicle for 'the struggle of the younger generation against the staid ideas upheld 

by the older painters.' 12 Thus, Angus was no longer confined within Tomory's 

triumvirate; instead her difference and her innovations were bound up with the 

actions and attitudes of a breakaway generation, and her rapid development and 

early success were also partly attributed to her membership of The Group. 

While this line of argument varied from Tomory, the authors concurred with his 

image of Angus as an underrated artist, insisting that few people, even few 

artists, grasped the importance of her contribution to New Zealand painting 

during this period. 13 

Yet, in spite of their naming of Angus as one of the two dominant figures 

during the 1940s, the discussion of what she did during this decade was 

confined to two paragraphs. 14 In the context of a book in which nine of the 

9 Brown and Keith, p. 136. 
10 They claimed: 'Amongst the staff and part-time instructors at the Canterbury College School 
of Art during this period, and into the early thirties, were a number of people who had, in one 
way or another, some important role in developing New Zealand painting. [ ... ] The general 
attitude [ at the College] favoured the few painters like Rita Angus who, while accepting a strict 
though liberal academic training, could develop their own individual mode of expression.' 
Brown and Keith, p. 105. 
11 Brown and Keith, pp. 105-118. The Group was an independent association of artists, founded 
in Christchurch in 1927, which organised exhibitions for its members, generally on an annual 
basis. The Group operated until 1977. For further information see: Julie Catchpole, 'The 
Group' (unpublished master's thesis, University of Canterbury, 1984). 
12 Brown and Keith, p. 105. 
13 Brown and Keith, p. 118. 
14 Brown and Keith, pp. 136-139. 
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fourteen chapters were dedicated to individual artists whom the authors defined 

as major figures, the scale of Brown's and Keith's treatment of Angus was not 

consistent with the respect they claimed she warranted. The explanation for this 

disparity was contained in the 'Preface', where the writers acknowledged that 

one (unnamed) artist refused to be represented by an entire chapter, and this 

absence 'accounts for any unbalance that may be felt to exist.' 15 As well as 

thwarting their plan for an Angus chapter, the artist also exercised some control 

over what the authors wrote about her. 16 Her restrictions, her veto and her 

editorial interventions had some strange and distinctive consequences for the 

representation of her work. 17 

A notable 'unbalance' was that Brown's and Keith's representation of 

Angus was somewhat at odds with the trajectory of their narrative. At the 

beginning of the chapter entitled 'The Search for National Identity', where 

Angus emerged as a major figure, the authors claimed: 

During this period there was a perceptible shift away from the subjects 
painters had emphasised since the eighteen-nineties. The human 
figure, including portraiture, began to lose its importance for many 
painters while flower painting and still-life became entrenched in a 
stylistic stalemate that was particularly noticeable amongst the more 
elderly women painters. Landscape painting, however, not only gained 
its former popularity but made serious advances as an interpretative 
force within New Zealand painting.18 

These 'serious advances' in landscape painting were the focal point of An 

Introduction to New Zealand Painting. The book argued that the field is 

dominated by two tendencies: an ongoing engagement with landscape 'as a 

15 Brown and Keith, p. 7. 
16 The extent of Angus's opposition was considerable. When approached with a book proposal 
by Keith in 1967 the artist refused to participate. After a great deal of pleading, as well as 
offering her an editorial role, limiting the extent of the coverage, and enabling her to discuss the 
selection of the images, Angus agreed to be represented. The many drafts of letters Angus sent 
to Brown, and the replies she received, indicate that she argued over many of the observations 
made in the text and the authors went to considerable lengths to address her concerns. She also 
wrongly accused Brown of manufacturing facts and evidence. For the relevant documents see: 
Alexander Turnbull Library: Angus, Henrietta Catherine (Rita), 1908-1970, Papers, MS-Papers-
13 99-1/3; MS-Papers-13 99-1/4. 
17 Janet Paul, Michael Dunn and Jill Trevelyan all offer accounts of Angus's clashes with art 
historians during the late 1960s. See: Janet Paul, 'Biographical Essay', Rita Angus, Mary Barr, 
ed., (Wellington: National Art Gallery, 1982), pp. 37-39; Michael Dunn, 'Rita Angus Criticism 
1930-1970', Rita Angus, pp. 65-67, pp. 75-76; Jill Trevelyan, 'Live to Paint and Paint to Live', 
Rita Angus: Live to Paint and Paint to Live (Auckland: Random House; Wellington: City 
Gallery; Dunedin: Hocken Library, 2001), p. 7, p. 14. In Chapter Five I will also give some 
further attention to this subject. 
18 Brown and Keith, p. 99. 
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source of imagery capable of profound implications' and also 'a positive 

response on the part of a number of the more important New Zealand painters to 

the distinctive qualities of New Zealand light.' 19 Within this scheme - with its 

insistence on meteorological determinism, its privileging of landscape, and its 

concern to identify painterly expressions of an essential New Zealandness -

Angus's landscape paintings are exemplary and we are primed to expect that the 

text will focus on this element of her work. 20 Yet, as a result of the artist's 

intervention, Brown and Keith were obligated not only to acknowledge but also, 

through the even-handedness of their representations, to attribute equal value to 

her portraiture and her landscapes. As well as stressing that she was as much a 

painter of people as landscapes, the authors also made reference to her interest 

in still-life and flower painting.21 In effect, they were forced to describe Angus 

in terms that unsettled their own overview of local art history. 

Angus also intervened in Brown's and Keith's book by refusing permission 

for the reproduction of the landscape painting, Cass (c. 1936) [fig. 2], and 

Portrait (Betty Curnow), [fig. 1], because both had recently been used as 

illustrations in Painting 1890-1950 (1968) and she felt they had been over

exposed.22 The implication of this refusal was that it restricted what could be 

said about the artist's work; without an illustration of a landscape from the 

1930s or 1940s, Brown and Keith were unable to mount a sustained close 

reading of this element of Angus's painting. Instead, they simply paraphrased 

Tomory's observations about Cass and they also drew on Roland Hipkins's 

1948 analysis of the artist's approach to landscape painting.23 While these 

measures were sufficient to confirm their book's central thesis, their text did not 

engage with or build on the claims of these writers. For instance, Brown and 

Keith quoted Hipkins's claim that the artist was able to 'portray the emotional 

and social significance of man-made structures'; this supported their notion that 

19 Brown and Keith, p. 9. 
20 For a detailed critique of the Brown and Keith thesis and of Nationalism see: Pound, 
'Nationalist Myth', pp. 48-60. 
21 They argued: 'One traditionally feminine subject of which she grew particularly fond was her 
interest in painting flowers. These were not, however, like the usual flower paintings that lined 
the walls of so many art society exhibitions but were much more akin to the more simple 
botanical flower paintings and were originally inspired by some watercolours by M. 0. Stoddart 
which Rita Angus saw when a student at the Canterbury School of Art.' Brown and Keith, p. 
136. 
22 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', pp. 65-66. 
23 BrownandKeith,pp. 117-118;p. 136. 
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in New Zealand painting landscapes presented 'imagery capable of profound 

implications' but what was missing was an explanation of what these profound 

implications were.24 

As an alternative to using two of her early works, Angus encouraged Brown 

and Keith to represent her by way of two more recent paintings, Self-portrait 

(1959-1960) [fig. 3] and Scrub-burning, North Hawke 's Bay (1965). [fig. 4] 

This decision produced some telling disparities between the images and the text. 

An obvious instance of this gulf arose from the fact that, on the one hand, the 

authors claimed that Angus's best years were in the 1930s and 1940s and yet, on 

the other, they offered two large colour illustrations of her work from a less 

important phase, a time when her work had 'set. ' 25 Finding these two images in 

the midst of a chapter entitled 'The Nineteen Forties' reiterates the extent of the 

conflict between image and text. Yet although the text ignored the illustrations, 

the illustrations unsettled the text. For instance, the text claimed that the 

'marked development' in Angus's portraiture was 'the greater frequency of 

group portraits rather than the emphasis on the individual sitter.'26 However the 

reproduction of a self-portrait disturbed this assertion; arguably, the. painting 

served to suggest the centrality of this practice to her work, and thus it hinted at 

the authors' failure to acknowledge Angus's commitment to this genre.27 The 

recent self-portrait also worked against Brown's and Keith's endeavours to 

configure the artist's reputation around her early career to the extent that it 

depiGted Angus as an active contemporary painter.28 The inclusion of Scrub

burning, North Hawke 's Bay also challenged Brown's and Keith's typecasting 

of Angus and her oeuvre: they posed her as a figure who had peaked in the late 

1930s and 1940s, in a mode that was quintessentially regionalist and South 

Island-based. However in this work, a North Island scene painted in the mid-

1960s, the distinctive New Zealand atmosphere, a cornerstone of the Brown and 

24 Brown and Keith, p. 136. 
25 Brown and Keith, p. 146. 
26 Brown and Keith, p. 139. 
27 As Vita Cochran argued: 'the self-portraits also had a public function: Angus ensured that 
they were widely seen. [ ... ] They celebrate and invent personal rather than national identity and 
they vividly bring into being the figure of the female artist in mid-century New Zealand.' Vita 
Cochran, 'Rita Angus By Herself, Rita Angus: Live to Paint and Paint to Live, pp. 17-18. 
28 Unlike some of her more famous self-portraits, this work offers very little information about 
the artist's interests or personality; it is less likely, therefore, to provoke anecdotes about the 
artist, and so instead it draws our attention to the act of self-representation. 
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Keith thesis, is partially obliterated by billowing clouds of smoke. Here it is not 

so much the typicality of this landscape that dominates the painting, but rather 

the depiction of an animated, volatile and dense vapour. Overall then, while 

Angus was accorded some profile in the first general history of New Zealand 

painting, the text offered some mixed and conflicting signals about what made 

her a significant figure. 

After she died in February 1970, Angus was the subject of a number of 

tributes and obituaries. Gil Docking, in his capacity as Director of the ACAG, 

described her as 'one of New Zealand's most important artists of her 

generation' ,29 while Frederick Page asserted: 'If one had been asked last year to 

name the six leading painters in this country one would have had to include her 

name. She had vision and integrity. ' 30 Writing for the Press, fellow-painter 

Olivia Spencer Bower remembered Angus as 'a painter's painter' and fondly 

recalled her integrity, her determination, and her transformative powers.31 Yet, 

in spite of these claims, throughout the 1970s New Zealand artwriting offered 

little tangible evidence of Angus's stature. This absence had much to do with 

the fact that, soon after her death, the National Art Gallery secured the long

term loan of 620 works from the Rita Angus Estate. Because the artist had 

parted with relatively few of her paintings, and because before the 1970s there 

were few public institutions actively collecting local artworks, the Gallery had a 

monopoly, if not a stranglehold, over Angus. Their repeated announcements of 

a forthcoming retrospective, and their promise to make it available for a nation

wide tour, discouraged other institutions from putting resources into exhibiting 

her work.32 

29 Gil Docking, 'Introduction', Auckland City Art Gallery Quarterly, 46 (June 1970), p. 2. 
3° Frederick Page, 'Rita Angus, A Personal Memory', Comment: A Quarterly Review, 41 (July 
1970), p. 11. 
31 Olivia Spencer Bower, 'Rita Angus - A Tribute', Press, 3 February 1970, p. 8. 
32 The repeated deferral of a major Angus exhibition caused considerable frustration. As one 
critic, Martin Edmond, reflected in 1977: 'The works of Rita Angus are at the National Gallery, 
that museum with walls. This is from the National Art Gallery Review: "The works of the late 
Rita Angus ... have been placed on long-term loan ... by the trustees of the estate. This collection 
is large and numbers over six hundred items ... when the work has been assessed an exhibition 
will be prepared and the first display of the work will be in the National Art Gallery in about 
two years' time. An extensive biographical catalogue written by the Director will accompany 
the exhibition." That was December 1972. Rita Angus died in January 1970. It is now June 
1977 and I hear the Rita Angus retrospective is slotted in at the end of 1978. Melvin Day must 
be a slow writer. But it's that bit about "when the work has been assessed ... " that gets me. I 
mean, what response could indicate the assessment more clearly than six years of total neglect? 
That it does amount to neglect, is common knowledge in some circles. Ask anyone who has 
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The only notable addition to the representation of the painter during this 

decade was 'Rita Angus: Impressions by Some Friends', a medley of six 

tributes published in the third issue of Art New Zealand. 33 From an art historical 

point of view this feature offered little new material; indeed most of the analysis 

recited ideas taken either from An Introduction to New Zealand Painting or 

from Tomory. John Tarlton, for instance, reiterated the stock Nationalist 

interpretation of Angus; making reference to two works Tomory had made 

famous: Cass and Portrait (Betty Curnow), he recycled what the former director 

had written about these paintings.34 Even Betty Curnow, who offered a close 

reading of her own Angus portrait, borrowed much from what earlier writers 

had said about the work. 35 

Of course, the feature's title, 'Rita Angus: Impressions by Some Friends', 

signalled that the text was intended to be biographical rather than art historical; 

yet the title is also slightly inappropriate, in the sense that its use of the term 

'friend' is something of a misnomer. With the exception of Curnow, it was 

highly unlikely that Angus would have classified any of these people as her 

friends. Marti Friedlander' s account was based on a fleeting acquaintance with 

her during 1969, while John Summers candidly acknowledged that his 

association with the artist was circumspect and that her sister had furnished him 

been in the vaults about the state of some of those six hundred works. [ ... ] Whether you put it 
down to laziness, stupidity, incompetence of whatever, perhaps does not matter (but whose 
paintings hang around the walls of The Director's office? Can you guess?).' Martin Edmond, 
'Rita Angus', Spleen, 8 (June 1977), unpaginated. In 1979 the National Art Gallery did mount a 
small display of Angus's watercolours. In response the critic Neil Rowe suspiciously remarked: 
'It is to be hoped that this is not just a token gesture'. Neil Rowe, 'Angus Show Most 
Tantalising', Evening Post, 18 July 1979, AAG Rita Angus fol. 
33 Marti Friedlander, and others, 'Rita Angus: Impressions by Some Friends', Art in New 
Zealand, 3 (December 1976-January 1977), pp. 13-20, p. 43. It might be expected that Gil 
Decking's Two Hundred Years of New Zealand Painting (Wellington: A. H. & A. W. Reed, 
1971), would be included in my analysis. However, I have omitted it because it did not, for the 
most part, make a significant or original contribution to local art history. In a remorselessly 
harsh and yet very accurate review of Decking's book Tony Green wrote: 'The text, a hotch
potch for three chapters, unconvincing in the fourth, is hardly a history and far from being 
authoritative, as the publishers claim. In spite of this book's lavish scale, it does not advance 
scholarship, and it provides little for the layman that he could not get from reading Mr 
Decking's sources, which could be bought for less than the price of this book.' Tony Green, 
'Book Review', Arts and Community, 7:12 (December 1971), p. 13. 
34 John Tarlton, 'Rita Angus: Impressions by Some Friends', p. 14. For instance, he followed 
Tomory in making the claim that Portrait (Betty Curnow) has a 'timelessness' and in the 
assertion that 'the painting becomes more than just a likeness ofa friend.' Tarlton, p. 14. 
35 I will develop this argument in Chapter Five. 
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with some of the information for his commentary.36 Nor does the label of 

'friend' seem an entirely apt description for Frederick Page and Denis Glover: 

Glover's friendship with Angus petered out in the 1950s and Page was an 

acquaintance who periodically caused her considerable offence.37 The 

importance of this circumstance is that it inevitably affected the kind of 

biographical representations these contributors produced. 

The most memorable and influential commentary about Angus came from 

Glover, who presented her life as the tale of a remarkable young talent tragically 

eroded over time. He recalled his first encounter with the painter and her work 

in the early 1930s; echoing Tomory, he characterised her as a breakthrough 

figure, an artist who was fiercely determined to make a career out of painting, 

and who had an extraordinary ability to see and represent the essential truth of 

her immediate environment. As Glover put it: 

She would have none of the delirious woofy mango-swamp muck of 
the then Auckland School. She set out to impose order and clarity 
and immense discipline on what she saw.[ ... ] 

She saw through the dreary bunch of punks who ran the 
Canterbury School of Art, a mosquito breeding ground for advertising 
agency fashion artists and delineators of electric heaters.38 

Glover reiterated the notion of Angus as an artist who refused to prostitute her 

talents for commercial art, a painter with the acuity and self-confidence to turn 

away from her elders and teachers and the ideas they espoused. In the larger 

context of his article, he concurred with Brown's and Keith's argument that the 

1930s art scene was marked by splits between commercial and serious artists, 

between the young and the old, between the truth seers and those dedicated to 

artifice, and between the affiliates of the art society and the members of The 

Group. His emphasis on Angus's wisdom, intellectual control and emotional 

restraint was also strategic to the extent that it heightened the contrast between 

his image of her in the 193 Os, and his account of her in the late 1940s. During 

the latter period he claimed that the painter ran into difficulties: 

36 Friedlander, 'Impressions', p. 13; John Summers, 'Rita Angus: Impressions By Some 
Friends', p. 16. 
37 According to Raymond Gilbert, '[Lawrence] Baigent, in a conversation August 1984, said 
that Fred and Eve Page were always condescending to Rita'. Raymond Gilbert, in Alexander 
Turnbull Library, Gilbert, Raymond Channing Papers, MS-Papers-4094. 
38 Denis Glover, 'Rita Angus: Impressions By Some Friends', p. 15. 
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It took us some time to realise that she was suffering from 
malnutrition, whether from proud penury or reasons of health I could 
not coax out of her. Certainly she had a bad breakdown and - how 
shall I put it? - became very mysterious and mystical. And this, 
especially in a woman, makes me swallow my adams-apple. The 
laughter was gone.39 

A little after these remarks, Glover confessed that their association ended; as he 

put it, by the time Angus moved to Wellington in the mid-1950s, 'instinct told 

me she wanted solitude. ' 40 His account finished on a poetic note, tinged with 

admiration, sadness, and pathos: 

Rita Angus: an idol and friend of my youth, a corrector of my 
ignorance, a later puzzle to my mind. If there is any purpose to life, 
which I doubt, it is in the brief knowing ofrare people.41 

Glover's small commentary was significant in the modelling of Angus in a 

number of respects. In part, it was important because it was the first text in 

which the artist's breakdown and her history of mental health problems was 

explicitly acknowledged in the public domain. This admission, and Glover's 

references to her physical illnesses, her feistiness and irrationality, her 

malnutrition, and his remarks about other forms of personal suffering and 

deprivation she endured, framed Angus in terms of romantic stereotypes of the 

artist. In the light of such information, and given the brevity of his account, 

Glover presented this artist's biography as a subject that might warrant and 

reward further scrutiny. His text was important not only because he encouraged 

these biographical lines of inquiry, but also because he encouraged 

biographically-based interpretation through his assertions of an equivalence 

between the works and the artist. In his writing the perceptiveness of the 

paintings correlated with acuity of the artist, and, thus, as the artist lost her 

psychological equilibrium, she also lost her way as a painter. His 'Impression' 

offered an attractive template for some of the following decade's most powerful 

models of Angus. 

[II] The Rita Angus Retrospective 

In December 1982 the Rita Angus retrospective opened at the National Art 

39 Glover, p. 15. 
40 Glover, p. 16. 
41 Glover, p. 16. 
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Gallery in Wellington. Featuring 128 works, a selection of sketchbooks and a 

substantial catalogue, this constituted an extensive and unprecedented survey of 

the painter's oeuvre. After three months at the National Art Gallery, the 

exhibition went on to open at a further seven venues throughout New Zealand.42 

These efforts represented a comprehensive institutional underwriting of Angus 

as a major New Zealand artist. To date, the Rita Angus retrospective remains 

the most extensive exhibition of the artist's work, and its catalogue, if only by 

default, is still the subject's authoritative text. 

The show demonstrated a willingness to embrace and exhibit the various 

facets of Angus's oeuvre, which it divided into four genre categories: [i] 'Self

portraits and the Goddess Portraits', [ii] 'Portraits', [iii] 'Plant, Growth and 

Still-life,' and [iv] 'Landscapes', and it also included a selection of 

sketchbooks.43 However, critical response tended to focus on the display of 

eighteen self-portraits. As Simmons put it: 

No one who saw the recently toured Rita Angus retrospective [ ... ] can 
have failed to have been impressed by the number and power of the 
self-portraits, at last collected and exhibited together alongside the rest 
of the artist's work.44 

What made this such a revelation was the fact that this was the first substantial 

assemblage of these works and, moreover, eight had not previously been 

exhibited.45 Consequently, very few people were conversant with the extent of 

the artist's engagement with this genre and so the retrospective mounted a 

powerful case for the need to reconfigure received wisdom about Angus's 

oeuvre and her accomplishments. 

While the self-portraits were the striking feature of the exhibition, the 

accompanying catalogue focused attention on the artist's biography. The most 

forceful and influential manifestation of this emphasis was Janet Paul's 

42 The venues were: Auckland City Art Gallery, Auckland; Robert McDougall Art Gallery, 
Christchurch; Dunedin Public Art Gallery, Dunedin; Waikato Art Museum, Hamilton; 
Manawatu Art Gallery, Palmerston North; Hawke's Bay Art Gallery and Museum, Napier; 
Govett-Brewster Art Gallery, New Plymouth. 
43 'The Catalogue', Rita Angus, pp. 137-191. 'Landscapes' dominated the exhibition with sixty
two works; then, the next largest category, 'Portraiture', contained thirty-one works, while the 
'Self-portraits and Goddess Portraits' and the 'Plant, Growth and Still-life' categories contained 
eighteen and seventeen works respectively. 
44 Laurence Simmons, 'Tracing the Self: The Self-portraits of Rita Angus', Antic, 4 (October 
1988), p. 41. 
45 'Catalogue', pp. 141-148. 
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'Biographical Essay', the catalogue's first and largest chapter.46 This text 

followed the usual biographical format, wherein the author's initial paragraph 

dealt with the artist's birth and parentage, while the last covered her death. As 

Glover had in the 1970s, Paul offered a lively and compelling account, though, 

unlike the poet's commentary, her essay was written in a more objective third 

person voice, and it also incorporated a range of perspectives and testimonials 

about the artist. Nonetheless, Paul most certainly constructed Angus as a tragic, 

suffering and misunderstood figure. Indeed, her text produced an extensive 

register of the various hardships, challenges and difficulties the artist faced. Her 

list included: divorce, mental illness, cancer, starvation, poverty, critical neglect, 

lack of sales, absence of support for her career, increasing social alienation, 

protracted interpersonal conflicts, infringements of her legal rights, persecution 

and even prosecution. 

Paul's view of Angus as a suffering artist and tragic figure was underpinned 

by feminist analysis; although she did not make many references to theoretical 

writings, the ideology which informed her inquiry became explicit in some 

passages of her text.47 For instance, in relation to Angus's marriage and 

separation, she reflected: 

Two artists living together have seldom managed a balance which 
allows both to continue serious work. In New Zealand there are many 
examples of only the male partner surviving as an artist. Research into 
the careers of women painters and sculptors has shown that continued 
serious work has been in inverse proportion to the number of children; 
single women, or those with only one child, being able to work and 
develop most effectively. Even though the Cooks had no children, the 
expectation was for a woman to spend her time in the supportive 
domestic role. From her papers, it is evident that Rita Angus was early 
to recognise the creative woman's dilemma and unusual in her 
determination to protect the painter in herself. Among the many 
quotations copied from lectures or books on social and moral 
problems, a feminist view is clear. One such quotation headed 
'Divorce' reads: We have to recognise as the most vital 
anthropological evidence from the last 50 years, that with the female 
half of the population emotionally frustrated, religiously unsublimated, 
disappointed in her liberty, wearied in her employment, there is 
present a restlessness and a resentment (all the more massive because 
repressed). Among her drawings is a graphic image of stress and 

46 Paul, 'Biographical Essay', pp. 13-42. 
47 Paul's feminism is much more explicit in other examples of her writing on New Zealand 
women artists. See: Janet Paul, 'Women Artists in New Zealand', in Women in New Zealand 
Society, Phillida Bunkle and Beryl Hughes, eds., (Sydney: George Allen & Unwin, 1980) pp. 
184-216. 



constraint. On this bookplate, lettered 'Rita Cook', a tall woman 
confronts a striking serpent. She is drawn in profile, a dagger points at 
her head, her hands are tethered behind by a heavy ball and chain. In 
whatever detail the symbolism may be read, one fact is clear: the 
manacled, threatened figure is the artist's. In 1934, Alfred and Rita 
Cook separated on grounds of incompatibility after four years of 
marriage.48 
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As this passage suggests, Paul constructed the artist's life so as to demonstrate 

that she too was a feminist whose world view and analysis of her personal 

circumstances overlapped with the ideas promoted by the women's movement. 

She argued that the artist refused to accept the rules of a patriarchal order, 

which, through the institution of marriage, sought to inhibit and circumscribe 

her creativity. 

Yet Paul's argument is problematical to the extent that there is no evidence 

to suggest that Angus's marriage to Alfred Cook inhibited her creativity. 

Indeed her own account of the artist's work during this period characterised it as 

a time of remarkably rapid and 'positive developments' for Angus.49 She also 

quoted Margaret Anderson's assertion that when the artist exhibited Gasworks 

in 1933, it was 'an event of greater artistic importance than any that had 

happened in Christchurch for years.' 50 Such observations do not support the 

idea that the artist's marriage threatened or encroached on her practice and 

forced her into domestic subservience, and Paul offered no direct archival 

evidence or credible testimony to prove that this was the case. 

The pivotal exhibit Paul deployed to corroborate her theory about the 

undoing of the Cooks' marriage was a bookplate made by the artist. [fig. 5] 

Certainly the work in question features a heavily stylised self-portrait of the 

artist in chains, but there is no proof that Angus produced this image as a literal 

representation of her personal circumstances, let alone her marriage. 

Stylistically, conceptually, and in the choice of this particular medium, the 

bookplate is not typical of the artist's practice. Thus, to concur with Paul's 

inference that this image relates to the artist's separation, we would need to 

48 Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 17. Angus continued to use the signature 'Rita Cook' for her 
work until the she heard that Alfred had remarried in the early 1940s. She then reverted to the 
signature 'Rita Angus'. In some of the documents from after the separation she was named 
Angus, while in others she remained a Cook. She also used the name Rita Mackenzie. Paul, 
'Biographical Essay', p. 21. Throughout this text I have used the name Angus; however, where 
a cited document refers to Angus as Cook I have let it stand. 
49 Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 17. 
50 Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 17. 
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accept not only the proposition that Angus worked in an autobiographical mode 

but also the idea that she would make a serious and deeply personal statement 

about her life in a medium she was not particularly serious about. In opposition 

to Paul's reading, the evidence suggests that this image was not so much a case 

of threatened individuality as it was a product of playful creative exchange. 

Both the choice of this format and the style of the imagery evidence strong links 

with the work of Leo Bensemann, an illustrator, typographer and artist whom 

Angus associated with in the mid to late 1930s.51 [fig. 6] Angus and 

Bensemann sometimes engaged in artistic conversations, including ones where 

Angus adopted Bensemann's style, sometimes as a form of self-caricature or 

playful masquerade. 52 Thus it is more plausible to argue that the bookplate, 

which was probably executed some years after the artist's separation, was not 

designed as a serious statement about her life. However, in this instance, and 

throughout Paul's text, artworks were posed as if they portrayed and reflected 

the lived experiences and ideological beliefs the biographer ascribed to the 

artist. 

Another striking feature of Paul's chapter was her determination to 

. highlight and retrospectively vindicate Angus's courage, heroism and personal 

integrity in the face of mainstream New Zealand society, which was presented 

as conservative, conformist and materialistic.53 Thus, her narrative often 

focused on the artist's struggle to uphold her ideological principles. Although 

51 As Gilbert observed of this image: 'The work is similar in style to the black and white 
pictures that Leo Bensemann was then doing.' Gilbert, in ATL, Gilbert: MS-Papers-4094. 
52 As Peter Simpson argues in relation to the two artists' practice of representing each other: 'All 
the portraits show uncommon vitality and wit. As well as being excellent likenesses[ ... ] these 
portraits convey a sense of elan, of humour, of a willingness to explore new possibilities in life 
or art, or mutual pleasure in the relationship between artist and sitter, of semi-theatrical 
masquerading and play. [ ... ] There is a sense of the theatrical - in the lighting, the make-up, the 
"setting", the pose - and it is never quite clear whether the "theatre of the self' is being directed 
by the subject or the painter. An air of affection, trust and complicity envelopes the scene.' 
Peter Simpson, 'Portraiture as Theatre of the Self: Rita Angus and Leo Bensemann in 1937-38', 
Rita Angus and Leo Bensemann: The Cambridge Terrace Years (Dunedin: Hocken Library, 
2001 ), unpaginated. 
53 According to Paul: 'her friends could not protect her from New Zealand society in the 1940s 
which had little tolerance of eccentricity - the position of a divorced woman, living alone, was 
also regarded with a curious lack of sympathy. Some people could not accommodate one who 
did not mix easily in local society, someone who was very hard-up and yet did not go out to 
work, a woman who had positively and publicly rejected the war effort and was, worse, an 
artist: and an artist not redeemed in popular judgement by being, at least, a financial success. 
Even people whom one would have expected to understand her Buddhist quietism are still 
capable of saying, "of course, Rita was as nutty as a fruitcake".' Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 
25. 
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Paul's admiration for Angus was clear, her partisanship never lapsed into overt 

polemics. Take, for example, the following passage: 

[Angus's] refusal to be involved in war service made her scrupulous in 
her choice of occupation. With Chrystabel Aitken and Courtney 
Archer she went from January until May to Pangatotara in 1941. Other 
pacifists also worked as pickers on Herbert Helm's tobacco farm. It 
was very strenuous but in a letter to Betty Curnow she could claim: 'I 
am attaining a calm philosophy... the valley is fertile and rich in 
colour, the Motueka river runs alongside the baches.... The Helms ... 
have sufficient cultural background to make them the centre of great 
disapproval. ... ' Herbert Helm remembered her as a gentle, humorous 
and very likeable woman. 54 

The image of Angus in 1941, authenticated by the artist's own words, is that of 

a courageous and defiant figure willing to turn away from mainstream society, 

shun approval, and even undertake arduous menial labour in support of her 

pacifist convictions. By way of Herbert Helm's reminiscence and Angus's 

letter, the underlying inference here was that as the world became increasingly 

irrational and ugly, and as its contempt for the cultured became acute, the artist 

was one of the few who managed to maintain a sense of integrity, humanity and 

psychological equilibrium. With a painter's eye for detail, Angus reconciled 

herself to her situation by way of the landscape. Pangatotara was idealised as a 

place of security, fecundity and beauty, and the artist's acclimatisation in this 

context figured so as to suggest that pacifism was nourished and endorsed by 

nature. What made all of this so persuasive and credible is that in the quotation 
I 

above, and in the wider context of the essay, Paul's extensive research was 

readily apparent; indeed, she continually acknowledged and often deferred to a 

plethora of witnesses, testimonials, and other forms of evidence. At times her 

authorial presence appeared as little more than a relatively seamless blending 

together of the various sources. 

In contrast to the conservative and scholarly approach of her chapter in the 

1982 catalogue, Paul's concurrent promotional essay, 'What makes Rita Angus 

Different?', took on a much more assertive public relations role.55 In this 

context she offered a plethora of justifications for ranking Angus as a major 

figure: her total commitment to painting, 'the number and quality of her self-

54 Paul, and Angus, to Betty Curnow, ATL, Angus: MS-Papers-1399-1/1, in Paul, 'Biographical 
Essay', p. 21. The ellipsis given above are reprinted as per Paul's text. 
55 Janet Paul, 'What Makes Rita Angus Different?', Art New Zealand, 26 (Autumn 1983), pp. 
28-31. 
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portraits', her feminism, her active social conscience, her personal integrity, the 

authenticity of her portraits, and her immunity from slavish mimicry of 

international art trends, were all cited as justifications for holding the artist in 

such esteem. 56 Paul thus concluded that in any art historical context, Angus 

could stand as a major artist: 'Understanding, vision, integrity [ ... ] these 

qualities make her work unique and allow us to think of the finest of her 

paintings as master works. ' 57 

This level of advocacy and commitment to the promotion of the artist as an 

extraordinary figure and a maker of masterpieces inevitably raises questions 

about Paul's objectivity as a biographer. While her catalogue essay was 

thoroughly researched, there are moments throughout the text when her 

rendering of the evidence is marked by a lack of critical distance and even a 

disregard for basic scholarly conventions. One such instance of this 

problematical partisanship can be seen through a comparison between Paul's 

heavily edited version of Angus's 1941 letter (quoted above) and the text from 

which it came. What the artist wrote in 1941 was: 

The (Pangatotara) Valley is fertile and rich in colour the Motueka 
River runs alongside the baches, the river our main water supply is 
versatile running over stones, sometimes swiftly. Now and then 
delightful swimming pools, calm and clear.... In discussing the 
inhabitants who are known as 'Valley goats', the atmosphere changes 
and becomes a little crazy. The people are ignorant and backward, the 
Helms being different in background to make them the centre of great 
disapproval. We have been fortunate in being able to talk out in the 
fields next door and believe me, quite a lot of seditional subjects too. I 
am attaining a calm philosophy and now am careful only to talk where 
necessary as I find I just waste a lot of energy. I have been in many 
strange situations, things happen here and the valley is a mass of 
psychological problems, a lack of leisure. However a few are desirous 
·of education and between Courtney and myself we have talked 
Evolution to microbes in a Plymouth Brethren background.58 

Beyond her substantial and unacknowledged revision of the order of Angus's 

letter, the fundamental problem with Paul's edited version was that it created an 

image of the artist which elided the palpable tensions and complexities of the 

original document. The Angus of her text was gentle, good humoured and 

eminently likeable, a simple and admirable character. The letter-writer of 1941, 

56 Paul, 'Angus Different?', pp. 28-31. 
57 Paul, 'Angus Different?', p. 3 1. 
58 Angus, to Curnow, 18 April-1 May 1941, quoted in Ronald Brownson, 'Rita Angus' 
(unpublished master's thesis, University of Auckland, 1977), pp. 11-12. 
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however, was not so straightforward; her words communicate a sense of the 

foibles, complexities and contradictions of lived experience. She was clearly 

taken with the landscape's beauty, but any tendency towards a pastoral fantasy 

is checked by an awareness of the burdens and hardships of daily life in 

Pangatotara. While Paul encouraged the assumption that the painter and her 

talents were preserved and sustained in this small cultural enclave, the letter 

suggests that Angus's 'calm philosophy' was not so much a consequence of her 

pacifism but rather a kind of pacification; clearly the arduous and energy

sapping work exhausted her and encouraged her to hold her tongue. What is 

also signalled in the original document is the precariousness of artist's mental 

health; the biographer, however, glossed over this issue, preferring to leave out 

Angus's oblique references to being caught up in 'strange situations' in an 

environment where 'psychological problems' abound. Paul's editing also 

disregarded two intriguing inconsistencies in the painter's attitudes. First, 

Angus's humanism and socialism, which underscore her claims of concern for 

the workers' education and leisure time, are difficult to reconcile with her 

expressions of contempt for her 'ignorant and backward' neighbours. Second, it 

is ironic that while the artist maligned others for their lack of tolerance, she 

displays no tolerance towards her detractors. Yet the biographer's editing of 

Angus's letter operated in a way that silenced all of these complexities, 

preferring instead to preserve a romantic Nationalist fantasy of rural life as 

vigorous, healthy and simple. The artist's words were so thoroughly sutured 

into the framework of Paul's observations that they confirmed the life and 

oeuvre the essay constructed. Certainly the scene Paul choreographs for Angus 

was very compatible with the 'peaceful and exquisite' watercolours the artist 

painted during the war years. 59 [fig. 7] Her desire to promote, exonerate and 

celebrate the artist led the biographer to malign the time and much of the world 

Angus came from. Such was the extent of her commitment to the artist that she 

even went so far as to strip her words of much of their meaning and reconstitute 

them in a fashion that was at odds with the spirit of their source. 60 Overall, 

59 Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 23. 
60 Another striking example of this manipulation of the evidence is in the selective presentation 
of Angus's notes under the heading 'Divorce'. As the above quote indicates, Paul used Angus's 
remarks to prove that she was a feminist. Yet what she left out was the passage which read: 'we 
must remind ourselves that as woman's life is mainly emotional a sublimination is possible, not 
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while Paul's biography reads as an authoritative text, and while it appears to 

respect its sources, a closer examination raises some serious concerns about the 

extent to which the writer's desire to promote and exonerate the artist tainted 

her reading of the evidence.61 

Following on from Paul's biographical chapter was Melvin Day's essay 

entitled 'The Years 1908-1958'. 62 In terms of its length and scope, this chapter 

was the major art historical essay in the catalogue and, as befits this brief, Day 

demonstrated a striking even-handedness in his willingness to deal with the 

various facets of Angus's oeuvre, including the landscapes, the portraits and 

even the still-life paintings. Yet, although he discussed the works, his text 

mixed art history with an extensive raft of biographical information. A typical 

manifestation of the blending together of the artist's life and work occurred in 

in rational but in emotional terms [ ... ] woman's energy, being greater than man's, her analytic 
powers less (and her integral insight neglected and underdeveloped). She is [ ... ] forced by her 
mental inferiority to man in that specific field in which he acts better because he has selected it. 
Hence her deep unhappiness. [ ... ] (woman's thought tends to be integral - not analytical -
critical). Unattributed quotation in Angus, ATL, Angus: MS-Papers-1399-3/3. These remarks 
could be used to suggest that Angus was not a necessarily feminist, or at least not a feminist of 
the sort that Paul proposed. However, I think it is more important to recognize that the quotes in 
the artist's papers should not necessarily be correlated as expressions of the artist's philosophy. 
61 At the time of its publication Paul's essay upset some members of the Angus family, and it 
was critiqued in an article written by Fred Jones, the artist's brother-in-law. Fred Jones, 'I am a 
Private Individual Now, The Artist Rita Angus', New Zealand Listener, 28 May 1983, pp. 22-
23. In his view, Paul had engendered a new and misleading mythology. With the assistance of 
Angus's correspondence, Jones argued that her financial situation was not as precarious as Paul 
had suggested: 'I doubt whether she ever starved because she couldn't afford food, certainly not 
in the years when her father provided her with a home and money. And some little extras: "The 
morning went splendidly. Father had kindly fitted me out in a new navy suit. I had my hair set 
and I felt good." That was in the 1940s. In 1947 she wrote to me: "Patrons of artists (there are 
more than Father now) have become socially approved".' Jones, 'Private Individual', pp. 22-23. 
As well as rejecting the image of Angus as a starving artist and suggesting that her career was 
financially underwritten by the support of her well-heeled father, Jones also recalled that the 
artist also drew support from her siblings through extended holidays at their homes. He noted 
that Angus often imposed herself on others for 'long holidays' and that her impositions had an 
ideological backing, stemming from 'the Scottish custom (for Scots colonials, too) practised for 
centuries, and today, that if the eldest needs support all members of the family help.' Jones, 
'Private Individual', p. 23. He also took issue with Paul's account of the breakdown of Angus's 
marriage. 'Of Rita's marriage, Paul says, "The expectation was for a woman to spend her time 
in the supportive domestic role." Yet Rita's sister Jean, who lived in the Cook household, says 
that Alfred Cook did not expect this of Rita. She undoubtedly sympathised with some feminist 
views, and she was very conscious of being a divorced woman, a single woman, living alone. 
But in the end I think her main preoccupation was with the artist as an individual - "I am a 
private individual now, the artist Rita Angus." She would have understood the frustration of a 
male artist of who, to adapt Paul's phrase, "the expectation was that he should spend his time in 
the supportive, bread-winning role." What is certain is that Rita was not a feminist iconoclast in 
the modern sense. She was much more likely to espouse traditional, even old-fashioned, 
attitudes related to the family. She could be very strong on filial duty'. Jones, 'Private 
Individual', p. 23. 
62 Melvin Day, 'The Years 1908-1958', Rita Angus, pp. 43-54. 
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the conclusion, where the author argued that Angus's paintings proved 'above 

all, her tenacity of purpose [and ... ] admirable mental resilience.' 63 As this 

claim suggests, Day overlapped considerably with Paul. 

Where Day's text did not duplicate the content or methodology of other 

chapters in catalogue, his writing moved into a speculative mode. Take, for 

instance, the following close reading of Angus's Poplar Trees (1929-1930): 

The forms are simplified to such an extent that Cezanne's geometry 
springs to mind, but in all probability the source of the influence was 
closer to home. Christopher Perkins arrived in New Zealand in 1929, · 
bringing with him an acceptable and modified cubist approach to 
painting and, as she knew his work, she might have been impressed 
enough to amplify and extend his ideas. Equally she might have been 
aware of John Weeks and his version of Lh6te's Cubism, yet as she 
never seemed to make any reference to him, his role cannot be 
promoted too forcefully. Nevertheless, a new spirit was in the air and 
Rita Angus was clearly aware of it, although still unsure of how to 
describe it in visual terms.64 

Throughout this text Day endeavoured to quantify the extent to which other 

painters influenced Angus. The paradox of this approach is that in spite of his 

intense preoccupation with the issue of influence, he never committed himself to 

any of the sources he suggested and his cautious disclaimers do little to 

illuminate Angus's practice. The entire paragraph above is mostly concerned 

with what didn't influence the artist; the only concrete insight into the work in 

question is that its form~ were notably simplified. Paul's text, which covered 

much of the same ground without the incertitude and continual self-sabotage, 

was far more convincing. Indeed, the dominance of biography over art history 

in the 1982 catalogue was exacerbated by the limitations of Day's text. 

As with their artwriting forebears, the essayists in the Rita Angus catalogue 

took the view that, in art historical terms, the interest and innovation of Angus's 

oeuvre lay in the 1930s and 1940s. Anne Kirker's chapter, which focused on 

the years 1959 to 1970, was the only text that gave sustained attention to the 

artist's late work. 65 Yet the primary effect of this essay was that it served to 

reiterate the overall ambivalence about the period under discussion. According 

63 Day, '1908-1958', p. 53. 
64 Day, '1908-1958', pp. 45-46. 
65 Anne Kirker, 'The Later Years: 1959-1970', Rita Angus, pp. 55-64. This text also broke with 
the other essays in giving attention to the technical element of Angus's painting. Kirker. 
presented a detailed analysis of the artist's process, arguing that during this period she became 
increasingly focused on technical issues. 
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to Kirker: 

The final decade of Rita Angus's career witnessed no decline but rather 
[ ... ] it unfolded as a consolidation of her highly individual powers in 
the field of painting. With unwavering discipline she continued to 
depict a very private world - the events within and surrounding her.66 
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While a text on Angus's late career might be expected to advocate these works 

in the terms they propose, or at least argue for a re-evaluation of this hitherto 

underrated facet of the artist's oeuvre, Kirker's argument did not allow the 

paintings to stand alone. Indeed the value of these works was established, first, 

by the fact that they belonged to a greater whole; second, because they were 

similar to the earlier paintings; and, third, because they constituted evidence of 

the artist's forbearance and endurance. So, even as Kirker appeared to argue for 

a serious assessment of the late works, her preference for the earlier paintings 

became increasingly apparent. At the end of the essay she concluded that the 

artist's 'greatness' in the 1960s was confirmed by the lack of change in her 

work; as she put it: in 'a period of unparalleled concern with manner, and 

changing fashions in art, her content is more important than any mere style' .67 

This maligning of 'style' and 'fashion' is a common manoeuvre among 

traditional advocates of regional realism. In Kirker's scheme, Angus's realism 

is set up and endorsed in opposition to other manners of painting, as if to imply 

that her realism was not also a stylistic choice determined by art fashions. 68 

The next essay in the 1982 catalogue was Michael Dunn's 'Rita Angus 

Criticism 1930-1970.'69 This text confirmed and elaborated Paul's image of the 

painter's existence as one of harsh suffering by arguing that Angus was a victim 

of a lifetime of critical neglect. His case was built around what he described as 

a vast disparity between the artist's widespread posthumous fame and critical 

66 Kirker, 'Later Years', p. 55. 
67 Kirker, 'Later Years', p. 64. 
68 Kirker did, however, display some awareness of the complexities of Angus's realism. 'Rita 
Angus's autobiographical standpoint sought a remorselessly factual clarity and all of her 
subjects, whether they be those aspects of Wellington and Hawke's Bay she was familiar with or 
portraits of herself and others, are rendered in their completed form with the same cameo-like 
precision. Her scrutiny involved a long, slow stalking of the thing unseen; but this could be 
said, as we know, of much of which in its final effect is merely pedestrian and unillumined. In 
Rita Angus's case there is the stalking and something else. She proceeded as a realist casting a 
sharp eye on her environment, but also as someone in accord with a sentiment once noted by the 
philosopher Claude Levi-Strauss, "I am the place in which something has occurred".' Kirker, 
'Later Years', p. 55. The question that arises here is what the 'something else' might be. 
69 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', pp. 65-77. 
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recognition, and 'the reality of being a woman painter in New Zealand between 

1930 and 1970.'70 As Dunn put it: 

Before 1960, Rita Angus was not given very generous attention as a 
painter by art critics and patrons. Her style was not always fashionable 
and seemed hard and dry to some viewers. She was certainly not 
hailed as a reformer of painting, a pioneer, or anything of that sort. In 
fact, she received less critical attention in the few publications dealing 
with the visual arts than many of her contemporaries, such as Russell 
Clark and Evelyn Page.71 

Dunn supported his thesis by way of a literature survey, focused primarily on 

Art in New Zealand, a quarterly arts journal published between 1928 and 1946. 

In the light of the scant and equivocal representation of Angus in this 

publication in the 1930s and 1940s, he argued that she 'was not given a status in 

any way comparable with that she has today.' 72 He also suggested that the local 

newspapers concurred with the nation's only arts journal in their attitude to 

Angus.73 

While Dunn argued that the critical marginalisation of Angus was a fairly 

consistent feature of the first three decades of her career, he nonetheless 

acknowledged that she did secure recognition in the late 1940s - most notably 

through the relatively short-lived Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand and 

Roland Hipkins's 1948 article for The Studio on the New Zealand arts scene.74 

Following Tomory, he also claimed that the literary critics who wrote art 

reviews for Landfall were not particularly enthusiastic about Angus.75 

According to him it was in the late 1950s that the artist began to secure critical 

acclaim; first this was articulated through the Auckland City Art Gallery and in 

the work of Tomory, and then it was confirmed in 1969 by Gordon H. Brown's 

and Hamish Keith's An Introduction to New Zealand Painting.76 He also 

observed that, as far as the artist was concerned, this was not a particularly 

positive development; Dunn took the painter's side in this matter, arguing that 

Angus resisted art historians such as Brown and Keith because they took 'a 

70 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 65. 
71 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 67. 
72 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 6 8 
73 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 68. 
74 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', pp. 69-73. 
75 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', pp. 73-74. 
76 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', pp. 75-76. 
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simplified and selective view of her art.' 77 Thus, the general trajectory of 

Dunn's chapter, with its emphasis on the deprivations, injustices and 

misapprehensions visited upon the artist, was entirely consistent with the overall 

tone of the catalogue. 

Another significant contribution to the catalogue was Ronald Brownson's 

chapter, entitled 'Symbolism and the Generation of Meaning in Rita Angus's 

Painting' .78 Building on the foundations of Tomory's argument about Angus's 

strategic deployment of emblems (and reiterating the notion that the early works 

are the most significant), Brownson claimed that the artist's paintings are 

encoded with specific symbolic meanings. In support of this position he offered 

case studies of Cass, the Goddess paintings, and Angus's works focusing on 

'women's maternal initiation.'79 Because this argument has proved influential, 

and because it is deeply problematical, I will examine it in greater detail in 

Chapter Five. 

The subject of the 1982 catalogue's final chapter, by Anthony Mackle, was 

Angus's portraiture.80 He offered a brief discussion of the artist's pictures of 

others, and reiterated Brownson's argument that these works were imbued with 

a specific symbolic meaning designed through a series of consultations with the 

sitter.81 He also contended that Angus's portraits were characterised by 'a 

marked difference in her treatment and presentation of male and female 

subjects.' 82 While the claim made some sense in relation to Mackle' s two 

examples, most of the portraits in the catalogue tended to contradict this 

proposition.83 Then, Mackle focused on Angus's self-portraits, which he 

77 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 66. 
78 Ronald Brownson, 'Symbolism and the Generation of Meaning in Rita Angus's Painting', 
Rita Angus, pp. 79-88. 
79 Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 84. 
80 Anthony Mackle, 'Rita Angus Portraiture', Rita Angus, pp. 89-94 
81 Mackle, 'Angus Portraiture', pp. 89-91. 
82 Mackle, 'Angus Portraiture', p. 90. 
83 This element ofMackle's argument was challenged by at least one reviewer, Pat Rosier. She 
argued: 'This statement is not borne out by the portraits on show in the exhibition. Where the 
subject is a man he does take up most of the picture space, but so do most of the women, and 
from only two male portraits do I get any feeling of "boldness". Some of the men are dreamy or 
sensitive [ ... ] and in one [ ... ] the gaze is directed out to the side from a slightly turned head, 
deliberately avoiding a feeling of boldness. [ ... ] My argument with both Brownson and Mackle 
is that they apply patriarchal stereotypes of mother/woman [ ... ] and women/men to the 
paintings. Angus painted each subject with insight and as an individual. It demeans her work to 
use blanket, stereotyped descriptions or contrived groupings when writing of it.' Pat Rosier, 
'Rita Angus: The Woman in the Landscape', Broadsheet, 108 (April 1983), p. 19. 



perceived as: 

a constant search for identity, for a sense of her inner and outer reality 
as a human being. Her outer appearance as moulded by the inner states 
of her mind and soul.84 
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Mackle tested this principle m relation to a number of works, focusing 

particularly on the extent to which the painted image reconciled with the reality 

of Angus. So Self-portrait (1936-37) [fig. 8], for instance, was described as: 'a 

strong, somewhat arrogant image which in retrospect may be seen as presenting 

a superficial outer reality of the person of Rita Angus.' 85 The 1943 Portrait 

[fig. 9], however, showed 'the inner reality or spiritual/emotional state of 

Angus's life at this time.' 86 While biographically-based interpretation was 

prevalent throughout the catalogue, Mackle offered the most extreme version of 

it, because, in his view, the value and accomplishment of each self-portrait 

depended on the extent to which he perceived it as corresponding to the life and 

soul of the artist. 87 

[III] Angus Revised 

In the 1980s a number of commentators began to challenge and reconfigure 

New Zealand art historical discourse through the application of post-modem and 

post-structural theory. Writing in the wake of the 1982 Rita Angus retrospective 

Simmons asserted that much of the commentary was marred by a simplistic 

understanding of self-portraiture.88 Instead of deploying a biographical 

framework focused on an assessment of the artist's personality and emotional 

development through the self-portraits, he questioned whether it might be more 

judicious to 'suggest that the project of self-portraiture may itself produce and 

84 Mackle, 'Angus Portraiture', p. 91. 
85 Mackle, 'Angus Portraiture', p. 92. 
86 Mackle, 'Angus Portraiture', p. 92. 
87 As I will demonstrate in greater detail in the next section of the discussion, Simmons also 
objected to the approach that Mackle adopted. Simmons, 'Tracing the Self, p. 41, p. 51. 
88 Simmons, 'Tracing the Self, p. 41. Although this article was written in response to the 
retrospective, it was not published until 1988, and this serves as a reminder of the limitations of 
artwriting in the local context during this era. In a footnote the author explained: 'This essay 
was composed at the beginning of 1983, in part as a personal response to the touring Rita Angus 
retrospective organised by the National Gallery of New Zealand, but also as an attempt to apply 
theoretical concerns that interested me at the time. It is perhaps a telling reflection of the state 
of art critical discourse in New Zealand that all attempts to have it published in local art 
magazines and bulletins up until now have been frustrated by rejection and incomprehension 
("not enough background and biography", "too narrow", "too long", "too academic" were 
common responses).' Simmons, 'Tracing the Self, p. 39. 
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determine the life'. 89 Through the use of post-structural and psychoanalytic 

concepts of identity formation and construction, Simmons also provided a 

sequence of close readings of Angus's self-portraits and some reflections as to 

how they engage with the complexities of self-representation.90 

Another significant modification to received wisdom about the 

interpretation of Angus's work was articulated through the writings of Francis 

Pound. Pound set out to contest the theoretical framework governing 

Nationalist art history in a number of respects and, in so doing, he unsettled the 

terms in which Angus's landscapes had often been analysed and appreciated.91 

He argued that what appeared in New Zealand landscape paintings during the 

1930s and 1940s was not, as Nationalist art historical discourse had claimed, an 

essential New Zealandness. As he observed, Nationalist criticism consistently 

selected and endorsed the artists who painted the nation's 'true' subject, the 

rural landscape; this ideology also advocated that the logical and ethical choice 

for New Zealand artists was a hard-edged and highly contrasted style, for this 

manner represented an accurate and therefore honest response to the 'harsh 

clarity' of New Zealand light. Pound objected to the first part of this argument 

on the grounds that it represented an illogical form of geographical 

determinism: for it is not local geography that precedes and brings the genre of 

New Zealand landscape painting into being, but rather this imported genre 

category is the necessary precondition for seeing and painting the local 

landscape.92 Pound also criticised the Nationalists for their use of a form of 

meteorological determinism - the idea that local weather conditions were the 

cause of the hard-edged and highly contrasted style prevalent in mid-twentieth

century local painting. As he observed, this look is part of 'a wider stylistic 

concern for clarity [and] offers the physical "facts" of New Zealand light merely 

as its alibi.' 93 He also noted that meteorological determinism limited an artist's 

89 Simmons, 'Tracing the Self, p. 41. 
90 Simmons, 'Tracing the Self, p. 41. I began this chapter with mention of Simmons's other 
essay on Angus, 'The Haunting of Painting', which is featured in his recently published book: 
Simmons, Last Word, pp. 31-38. Because I have already made reference to this text, I will not 
give it any further attention here. 
91 See: Francis Pound, Frames on the Land: Early Landscape Paintings in New Zealand 
(Auckland: Collins, 1983); Pound, 'Nationalist Antitheses', pp. 73-84; Pound, 'Nationalist 
Myth', pp. 48-60. 
92 Pound, 'Nationalist Myth', p. 51. 
93 Pound, 'Nationalist Myth', p. 54. 
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right to make stylistic choices.94 As an alternative to the Nationalist view, 

Pound argued that local landscape paintings are more productively read in terms 

of their construction and deployment of culturally determined concepts, 

conventions and signs. In 1991, as an illustration of this position, he curated an 

exhibition entitled Signatures of Place: Paintings and Place Names. 95 In the 

accompanying catalogue Angus's Cass (c. 1936) [fig. 2] figured as a 

sophisticated instance of the foregrounding of locality in regionalist painting.96 

As his choice of this picture suggests, Pound's concern with reviewing and 

analysing the period truths of this ideology meant that his examples necessarily 

came from the Nationalist canon. 

While many commentators in the 1980s argued that the self-portraits were 

Angus's major accomplishment, in 1991 Michael Dunn's A Concise History of 

New Zealand Painting reiterated a much more traditional view of the artist as 

the exemplary regional realist and a pivotal figure of the 1930s and 1940s. In a 

... . chapter. entitled .'Regionalism and~Realism~ Angus ~was. r~pr.es.s:.nted by .three. 

large colour plates of Cass [fig. 2], Central Otago [fig. 10], and Portrait (Betty 

Curnow) [fig. l].97 Although his text acknowledged not just the local but also 

the international influences in the artist's paintings (with regard to the Curnow 

portrait, for instance, he focused on its relations with American regionalism), 

and though he abandoned the Nationalists' concept of meteorological 

determinism, his account of Angus shared their indifference to her 

representations of self. He made a very cursory reference to the artist's use of 

'the female figure, frequently the self-portrait, as a vehicle for expressing her 

philosophical and feminist ideas. ' 98 Yet his text did not include feminism or 

self-portraiture as significant facets of New Zealand art; these were dismissed as 

'personal and diverse themes. '99 

The other notable survey text of this period was Anne Kirker's New 

Zealand Women Artists (1986). 100 In the light of Kirker's involvement as a 

94 Pound, 'Nationalist Myth', p. 55. 
95 Pound, Signatures of Place. 
96 Pound, Signatures of Place, pp. 5-7. 
97 Michael Dunn, A Concise History of New Zealand Painting (Sydney: Craftsman House; 
Auckland: David Bateman, 1991), pp. 81-99. 
98 Dunn, Concise History, p. 90. 
99 Dunn, Concise History, p. 90. 
100 Anne Kirker, New Zealand Women Artists (Auckland: Reed Methuen, 1986). 
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curator and essayist for the 1982 Rita Angus exhibition, it is no surprise to find 

that her account of the artist's life and work borrowed heavily from the 

catalogue. Yet what is strange is that although Kirker argued that it is 'Angus's 

predilection for self-portraiture which dominates her oeuvre ' she nonetheless 

featured the artist in the context of a chapter entitled 'Rita Angus and the 

Assertion of a National Identity' and, as this title suggests, she focused 

predominantly on the artist's landscapes and their assertion of nationalism. 101 

The artist's self-portraits, with their articulation of feminist and personal ideals, 

were given considerably less attention. In the process of demonstrating that 

Angus had been accorded a significant place in mainstream New Zealand art 

history, Kirker's text reinstated its priorities, even though, in the wider context 

of her project, she clearly wrote against Nationalism. 

In the late 1990s Vita Cochran introduced a new body of research about 

Angus's self-portraits. As with Simmons, Cochran rejected the proposition that 

these images could be read as an auto or psycho-biography of the artist. In an 

Art New Zealand article entitled 'A Self Fashioned: The 1930s Self-portraits of 

Rita Angus', she contextualised the artist's project in relation to other artists 

concerned with self-portraiture, and she also identified a diverse range of ideas 

and images, from popular culture to the fine arts, that are woven into these 

works. 102 Such strategies enabled Cochran to draw attention to the staging and 

fashioning of these paintings. While her argument enlarged the interpretative 

parameters of Angus's self-portraits, it nonetheless reaffirmed at least two 

familiar ideas about this body of work. First, she reiterated a claim advanced by 

many writers during the 1980s, that Angus's major accomplishment was her 

self-portraits. Second, she posed the paintings from the thirties as a departure 

from and even a rejection of the conventions, practices and aesthetics prevalent 

in the artist's immediate cultural context. In her view, Self-portrait 1936-37 

[fig. 8], for instance, 'pictures a figure of the bohemian artist which New 

Zealand had yet to invent.' 103 Like Paul, she also argued that Angus was a 

feminist, and her readings of the self-portraits consistently focused on how these 

paintings articulated feminist attitudes and represented 'a startling break from 

101 Kirker, Women Artists, pp. 93-113. 
102 Vita Cochran, 'A Self Fashioned: The 1930s Self-portraits of Rita Angus', Art New Zealand, 
94 (Autumn 2000), pp. 70-74. 
103 Cochran, 'Self Fashioned', p. 70. 
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traditional female portraiture' as it was practised in the local context.104 

Although this article's selective focus on four works from the 1930s appeared to 

support the notion that the artist's most remarkable and valuable paintings were 

produced in the first part of her career, at the end of 2000 Cochran curated an 

exhibition entitled 'Angus by Angus: 23 Self-portraits' which demonstrated that 

the self-portraits were a lifelong project. 105 In Rita Angus: Live to Paint & 

Paint to Live, the catalogue published alongside the show, Cochran stressed the 

diversity, longevity and the sheer inventiveness of the painter's representations 

of self. 106 

In contrast to Cochran's text, the other essay in Live to Paint, by Jill 

Trevelyan, updated the conventional image of Angus as a suffering artist and 

tragic figure. 107 Trevelyan borrowed substantially from Paul's 'Biographical 

Essay' for her chronologically structured biography; the only new pieces of 

information she provided were details which made the artist's suffering more 

specific, explicit and dramatic. For instance, she amplified the starving artist 

stereotype with the claim that Angus was 'suffering from some of the symptoms 

of what is now known as anorexia.' 108 This diagnostic streak was apparent 

throughout the text; she wrote of the painter's 'recurrent illnesses and 

depression and her increasingly solitary habits' during the early 1940s, and she 

claimed that from 1942 onwards she took a sedative to help with 'sleeplessness 

and anxiety.' 109 These details enabled Trevelyan to present Angus's life in 

more contemporary and accessible terms, as a biography of tragic personal 

suffering. 

While the Angus by Angus/Live to Paint project presented Angus in 

isolation, it was strategically counterbalanced by two further exhibitions, both of 

104 Cochran, 'Self Fashioned', p. 72. 
105 Vita Cochran, Angus by Angus: 23 Self portraits (Dunedin: Hocken Library, 2000). 
106 Cochran, 'Angus By Herself, pp. 16-24. For reviews and coverage of this exhibition see: 
Tom Cardy, 'Celebrating Rita', Evening Post, 5 July 2001, AAG Angus fol. 8; Josie McNaught, 
'Strength in Solitude', Dominion, 12 July 2001, p. 17; William McAloon, 'Angus Retrospective 
gives only a Partial View of Work', Sunday Star-Times, 15 July 2001, AAG Angus fol. 8; Rosa 
Shiels, 'A Singular Vocation', Press, 1 August 2001, p. 33; 
107 Trevelyan, 'Live to Paint', pp. 7-15. 
108 Trevelyan, 'Live to Paint', p. 11. 
109 Trevelyan, 'Live to Paint', p. 11. 
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which drew attention to her personal and painterly links with other artists. 110 

One exhibition, curated by Linda Tyler, focused on Angus's associati?n with a 

friend and fellow painter, Marjorie Marshall. Tyler's show pivoted around the 

fact that in 1939 the two artists had painted together in Central Otago. 111 The 

other exhibition, curated by Peter Simpson, examined Angus's relations with 

Leo Bensemann during the late 1930s.112 While hanging Angus and Marshall 

together served to demonstrate the considerable qualitative gulf between the two 

painters, Simpson's show, Rita Angus and Leo Bensemann: The Cambridge 

Terrace Years, proved a more effective vehicle for complicating received 

wisdom about Angus in the 1930s. Moreover, because this exhibition toured 

nation-wide between 2001 and 2003, it inevitably had greater exposure and 

influence than the Angus-Marshall show. 113 

Simpson dated The Cambridge Terrace Years from 1937 when Angus 

moved into a studio flat at 97 A Cambridge Terrace in Christchurch. In the 

following year her friends, Leo Bensemann and Lawrence Baigent, moved into 

an adjoining apartment. While Angus left the building early in 1939, 

Bensemann and Baigent continued to live there until 1943, when Bensemann 

married. The premise of Simpson's show was to exhibit the works Angus and 

Bensemann produced during these years. According to Simpson, Angus, who 

had concentrated primarily on landscape painting, began to put more energy into 

her portraiture during the Cambridge Terrace years, while Bensemann, who 

worked mostly in graphic media, put more effort into his painting. He also 

argued that not only did they focus on the same genre and media, they also drew 

inspiration and sustenance from each other. 114 Generally Angus's portraiture 

had been represented as an isolated and individualistic practice, but this show 

uo For a review of these exhibitions and an account of the 2000 Rita Angus Symposium see: 
Noel Waite, 'Face to Face with Rita Angus', Art New Zealand, 99 (Winter 2001), pp. 88-93, p. 
107. 
111 Linda Tyler, Rita Angus and Marjorie Marshall in Central Otago (Dunedin: Hocken Library, 
2000). 
112 Peter Simpson, Rita Angus and Leo Bensemann: The Cambridge Terrace Years (Dunedin: 
Hocken Library, 2000). 
113 For reviews and coverage of the show's tour see: 'Angus Paintings Fewer but Stronger', 
Hawke's Bay Today, 14 February 2001, p. 21; Linda Herrick, 'Bloomsbury South', New 
Zealand Herald, 2 April 2002, AAG Angus fol. 8; Annabel Scaife, 'Exhibitions Focus on 1930s 
Kiwi Artist', Auckland City Harbour News, 8 May 2002, AAG Angus fol. 8; John Coley, 
'Tingle Factor', Press, 5 March 2003, C2; Sally Blundell, 'Christchurch was So Cool in 1938', 
Listener, 26 April 2003, p. 54. 
ll

4 Simpson, 'Portraiture as Theatre', unpaginated. 
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interrupted the notion of the painter as a 'woman alone', and raised the 

possibility that the relations between these artists were characterised by 

reciprocity, overlap and exchange. 

Simpson's show and catalogue essay were underscored by some pertinent 

questions about Angus's practice and clearly suggested that she prospered 

through some form of creative exchange. The exhibition also drew attention to 

Bensemann, hitherto a relatively minor figure in the context of local institutional 

art history. Yet although The Cambridge Terrace Years hinted at some new 

lines of inquiry for New Zealand art history, its emphasis on biography and its 

inclusion of a generous and diverse sample of paintings, drawings, illustrations, 

photographs, bookplates and graphic works blunted its critical edge. The issue 

of creative partnership was ultimately subsumed by the inclusion of so much 

material, and the catholic range of exhibits offered the impression that the 

excitement, creativity and innovation of this time and place was not dominated 

by any particular pattern or relationship. While Simpson's exhibition presented 

some new information about Angus in the late 1930s, it also reaffirmed two key 

conventions: first, that her best work was executed in her early career, and, 

second, that she was a radical figure who helped to create a sanctuary for avant

garde and bohemian artists in Christchurch, an epicentre for progressive culture 

in a conservative world. 

The catalogue accompanying The Cambridge Terrace Years was also very 

biographical in its focus. The centrality of biography was reflected in the 

inclusion of a short essay by Caroline Otto, one of Leo Bensemann' s daughters, 

entitled, 'Remembering my Father.' 115 As with Otto's essay, the biographical 

information the show presented was mediated in relation to the sensitivities of 

the Bensemann family. My own contribution to the show's catalogue, for 

instance, was the subject of an editorial intervention, which saw its title changed 

from 'Menage a Trois' to 'Partners in Paint' on the basis of a sensitivity to the 

Bensemann family's discomfort with any overt reference to the complex 

configuration of sexual relations between the residents of Cambridge Terrace.116 

115 Caroline Otto, 'Remembering my Father', Rita Angus and Leo Bensemann: The Cambridge 
Terrace Years, unpaginated. 
116 Richard Lummis, 'Partners in Paint', Rita Angus and Leo Bensemann: The Cambridge 
Terrace Years, unpaginated. While Baigent's homosexuality was not in dispute, the nature of 
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Ironically, this biographically-based show sought to elide some of the key 

elements of the lives it purported to represent. 117 This act serves to remind us 

that not only is the life tailored and tempered according to contemporary 

concerns and agendas, but also that, in spite of the prevalence of biographical 

interpretation surrounding Angus, such accounts are grounded in a very thin 

layer of primary research. The silence about the artist's relationships after 1934 

would be less problematical if it were not the case that her biographers have 

continued to present the failure of her marriage as a measure and consequence 

of her purportedly all-consuming dedication to painting, which, in tum, is 

deployed to sanctify her work. 

The preceding analysis has canvassed a considerable range of ideas about 

Angus. Yet, in spite of the variety of arguments and interpretative strategies, 

there are some significant continuities in the discourses about the artist, her 

project and her cultural context. In most texts, the 1930s and 1940s are 

characterised as her best years, a period when she was a deviant radical, an 

innovative painter and a feminist. Whether as a relatively isolated individual, or 

as a leading figure of a Christchurch avant-garde, many writers construct her as 

an outsider and emphasise that the artist's relations with her wider cultural 

context and with the political climate of the times were strained, stressful and 

antagonistic. According to a number of commentators, the painter was heavily 

penalised for this oppositional stance; biographers draw attention to her gross 

personal sufferings, social marginalisation and financial deprivation, while art 

historians stress that the public were indifferent to her art and the critics were 

either apathetic, unimpressed or openly hostile. Thus accounts about Angus and 

her work in the 1930s and 1940s are often marked by the deployment of a 

binary configuration which seeks to promote, celebrate and exonerate the artist, 

while it maligns and condemns the time and the world she came from. In the 

following chapter, however, I intend to argue that the documents that represent 

Angus in the 1930s and 1940s do not support such claims. Indeed, a close 

reading of this material serves not only to trouble and complicate most images 

the relationship between Baigent and Bensemann, and between Angus and Bensemann was off 
limits. 
117 My response to this situation was to write the essay in a camp, over-determined voice. This 
was intended to connote a sexuality that dares not speak its name even as it is everywhere 
apparent; it also seemed appropriate for the sort of over-determination and camp aesthetic of 
much ofBensemann's art. 
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of the artist but also to offer us the foundations for a new and unexpected model 

of the artist and her work. 



CHAPTER THREE 

A PICTURE OF SUCCESS 

One imagines that the majority of viewers of [Angus's early 
landscapes] would not have been [ ... ] enthusiastic and the reason for 
this is not difficult to supply. Her colours were not as muted as those 
used by many artists and, most of all perhaps, the degree of 
simplification of forms which she was striving to achieve was found 
most disturbing by the more academically-minded viewers. 1 

Melvin Day, 'The Years 1908-1958' 

[I] Reviewing Rita 
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With an air of pathos and, often, a pose of enlightenment, biographers and art 

historians have consistently claimed that, in the early part of her career, Angus's 

work was not enthusiastically received and it failed to generate anything more 

than sporadic and begrudging references. These charges of neglect and hostility 

have been central to the modelling of the artist, and they have coloured and even 

structured the biographically-based interpretations of her art. What I intend here 

is to demonstrate that, contrary to the imaginings and stereotypical expectations 

of various commentators, Angus was the subject of consistent and extensive 

critical appraisal throughout the 1930s and, also, that she was a well established 

figure in the 1940s. In addition to interrupting the conventional images of 

Angus, this chapter will call into question much of what has been written about 

the composition and dynamics of the culture in which she operated. Throughout 

the text it becomes increasingly clear that the charge of critical 

incomprehension, which more recent commentators have aimed at Angus's 

contemporaries, more readily applies to those who made this claim. 

Contrary to art historical mythology, Angus was not ignored or disregarded 

in the 1930s. In fact, right from the outset of her career, her work generated 

notice. Even her inaugural appearance in a public context, when two of her 

works were accepted for the Canterbury Society of Arts (CSA) Annual 

Exhibition in 1930, was a minor critical success. Both pictures were singled out 

for analysis by Professor James Shelley, who was then acting as a critic for the 

1 Day, '1908-1958', p. 45. [emphasis mine] 
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Christchurch Times. He wrote: 

The amount of figure work in this year's exhibition augurs well for the 
immediate future - for although good landscape is as satisfying as any 
type of pictorial art, it is a most effective cloak for incompetence in 
drawing and timidity in composition. [ ... ] Miss Rita Angus has made 
a couple of brave studies of the subtle relations of complementary 
colours in flesh painting and the play of reflected lights. There is really 
fine drawing in both The Blue Hat (1) and Self Portrait (43). [fig. 11] 
She shows a good knowledge of the use of massed colour, although her 
tone in both pictures is doubtful at times.2 
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In a show featuring in excess of 500 exhibits, to have both works scrutinised by 

Shelley was something of an honour. It is likely that he knew Angus personally 

(he was a Professor of Education at Canterbury College and gave lectures at the 

School of Art while Angus was undertaking her art school training and teaching 

diploma), but his remarks exceeded the rhetoric of charity. His review 

identified this artist's debut as the emergence of a considerable talent and 

signalled a desire to provide judicious advice and qualified encouragement to 

enable her to fructify. No doubt Angus was one of the artists he had in mind 

when, in the final instalment of his text, he concluded: 'there is vigorous effort 

being made by many of our young painters to find a path in art which is 

something more than the pretty representation of externals. '3 Over the next few 

years Angus was often discussed in these terms, as one of the more notable 

members of a new generation of artists expanding the parameters of local, if not 

national, painting. 

Angus's success with the CSA was repeated when she made her first 

appearance at The Group in 1932. Here too she was acknowledged in positive 

terms: 'Chiaroscuro', the Sun's reviewer, commended her 'expressive 

draughtsmanship', while a writer for the Christchurch Times claimed Angus's 

painting 'displays her versatility by the wide range of her subjects, and all of her 

work is attractive. '4 Contrary to the image of Angus as an artist who struggled 

to achieve any recognition at all, these remarks signal that her rise to 

prominence was rapid. 

2 James Shelley, 'The Year's Art: Annual Exhibition: II', Christchurch Times, 7 April 1930, p. 
13. 
3 James Shelley, 'Year's Pictures: Exhibition at the Art Gallery: IV', Christchurch Times, 14 
April 1930, p. 13. 
4 Chiaroscuro, (pseud.), 'Exhibition of 1932 Group: Much Experimental Work in Paintings and 
Sketches', Sun, 7 September 1932, p. 7; 'A Good Display: Work of 1932 Group', Christchurch 
Times, 6 September 1932, p. 3. 
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The aspect of Angus's work that often engaged the critics was her technical 

proficiency. When the New Zealand Society of Artists Annual Exhibition 

opened in Christchurch in 1934, with over 300 works on display, 'Conrad', an 

art critic writing for the Press, enthused: 

Mrs Rita Cook's pencil study of a head (No. 29) is one of the loveliest 
things in the exhibition, and her finely sensitive line is managed with 
admirable economy, suggesting texture of surface without shading.5 

As these remarks suggest, the artist's technique continually won the critics over. 

In 1932, for instance, one reviewer asserted that her 'excellent drawing and 

discriminating statement of pattern has a distinct charm,' while a year later 

another writer noted that 'the quality of her drawing appears to effect. ' 6 In a 

similar vein, her contributions to the inaugural New Zealand Society of Artists 

exhibition in 1933 prompted a critic to remark that her 'portraits in oils show 

considerable technique.'7 Possibly the most eloquent analysis of Angus's 

approach to painting to emerge during her early career came when Shelley 

assessed her contribution to the CSA show of 1933. He wrote: 

Mrs Rita Cook's landscapes are most interesting. She is a real 
'modernist', simplifying form and giving an 'abstract', rather than a 
representation of her subject. Her sense of pattern is admirable. Her 
work has austerity and dignity. Like all abstract painters she does not 
concern herself with textures. She conveys the temper of her subject 
by the juxtaposition and balance of forms and by a due regard for 
colour.8 

Analysis of this sort is entirely characteristic of the period's priorities, where 

critics would happily attend to the formal qualities of a work at a remove from 

issues of iconography. According to Shelley, and a number of other writers, 

Angus was an adept technician. 

The artist's production of landscape paintings also elicited critical 

endorsement. In a 1934 review, 'New Zealand Landscape School is Emerging', 

5 Conrad, (pseud.), 'N. Z. Society of Artists: Annual Exhibition: II', Press, 30 October 1934, p. 
17. Angus's married name was Rita Cook. See the note in Section II of the previous chapter, as 
well as the discussion further on in this chapter, for further details. 
6 G. M. L. Lester, 'The Art Society: Annual Exhibition. Notes on the Pictures: III', Press, 2 
April 1932, p. 16; 'N. Z. Society of Artists: First Exhibition Opened: Stimulating Work', Press, 
27 October 1933, p. 12. 
7 'Modem Artists: New Zealand Society: First Exhibition Opened', Christchurch Times, 27 
October 1933, p. 2. 
8 Jan Six [James Shelley], 'Society of Arts: Annual Show of Pictures: Landscape, Still Life, 
Flower Pieces', Press, 15 April 1933, p. 13. 



'Chiaroscuro' claimed: 

Clearly emerging are new realisations through clearer eyes of the 
character of our landscape. [ ... ] Mrs Rita Cook sees in [mountains] an 
immobility against which she contrasts the movement of the elements. 
Not only by their own weight does she suggest that her mountains are 
pressed down, but often they are pinned by clouds or beaten upon by 
storms until they seem to huddle. She has a low colour-toned group 
emphasising her interesting point of view.9 
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During the 1930s Angus was most certainly not the only artist whose approach 

to landscape was analysed within the rhetorical frames of regionalism. On the 

contrary, because she operated in a context where specific responses to local 

land formations and the general state of landscape painting were paramount 

concerns, her landscapes were consistently scrutinised and often applauded. 

Angus's commitment to the genre of portraiture also won some critical 

acclaim. As the sculptor and reviewer Francis Shurrock asserted in 1933: 

Rita Cook reveals in her portraits that she is concerned with more 
permanent values than mere likeness, a good realisation. Figure 
compositions are scarce in the exhibition, which makes No. 123 the 
more welcome. 10 

Shurrock did not elaborate on what these 'more permanent values' might be; the 

development of this argument was taken up by a subsequent generation of 

writers who claimed that the interest of Angus's portraiture lay beyond the 

challenges of representational verisimilitude, and framed these works in terms 

of symbolic meaning. 11 Yet what is striking about this comment is that 

Shurrock, then a well-established practitioner and teacher, found such maturity 

and individuality in the young artist's figurative work. 

While reviewers such as Conrad and Shurrock responded favourably to the 

artist's portraiture, other critics were not so sure. Shelley, for instance, wrote in 

April 1933: 'She is infinitely more successful in landscape than in portraiture.' 12 

9 Chiaroscuro, (pseud.), 'New Zealand Landscape School is Emerging: Paintings in Exhibition 
ofNew Zealand Society of Artists: Diversity in Points of View: No. 2', Sun, 31 October 1934, 
p.8 
1° Francis Shurrock, 'Art Exhibition. Society of Artists: The Oil Paintings: II', Christchurch 
Times, 2 November 1933, p. 5. 
11 See, for instance, Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', pp. 5-19; Brownson, 'Rita Angus', pp. 133-
162; Brownson, 'Symbolism', pp. 79-88. 
12 Jan Six, 'Society of Arts', 15 April 1933, p. 13. Henceforth all repeated references to 
newspaper articles will feature not only shortened forms of the author's name (if known) and the 
article's title, but also the date of the article in question. I have adopted this practice because it 
relates more easily to the bibliography, in which the newspaper articles are ordered 



Later the same year another Christchurch writer reiterated this complaint: 

Three portraits in oils show considerable technique, but the artist 
makes no concession to the effect of the years upon her subjects. The 
Aviatrix, a comparatively young woman, has a hard face, sharp in 
line.13 
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Then, in 1939, the critic Charles Grignon, who was by no means oblivious to 

the merits of Angus's oeuvre, also voiced some concerns about her portraiture. 

Of her work at the CSA's annual exhibition, he allowed that the artist's 

representation of Lawrence Baigent was 'nearly faultless' but the same could 

not be said of her painting of Marjorie Marshall. According to Grignon, this 

picture presented Marshall as 'little more than a mask standing above an 

unfilled green coat', and it was also marred by an overly obvious composition.14 

He concluded that the portrait came 'perilously close to being a parody of 

[Angus's] style.' 15 

Yet we need to be careful about the conclusions to be taken from such 

remarks. In his essay in the 1982 Rita Angus catalogue, 'Rita Angus Criticism 

1930-1970', Michael Dunn isolated the negative elements of Grignon's analysis 

to support his claim that Angus was poorly treated in the local newspapers.16 

However a representative sample of Grignon' s reviews of the artist's work does 

not confirm Dunn's position. In another commentary, also written in 1939, 

Grignon claimed that the artist's new work 'shows a freedom in design that is an 

advance over the rather rigid formalism of some of her earlier pictures, and the 

colouring is successfully bold.' 17 Then, in response to The Group show of 

1940, he opined: 

The largest number of pictures is exhibited by Rita Cook. They are an 
excellent sample of her work. Head of a Boy is probably the best 
portrait in the exhibition, and certainly better than any other of her 
portraits that I have seen. Her water-colour landscapes, particularly 
After Rain, Nor-West and the small group Trees, have a freedom of 
style and a rhythmical quality that is an advance on those she exhibited 
last year. The landscape in oil, Central Otago I regard as less 

chronologically, and also because many of the titles of these articles are very similar and 
without a date this could lead to confusion. 
13 'Modem Artists', 27 October 1933, p. 2. 
14 Charles Grignon, 'Society of Arts: The 1939 Exhibition: Some Further Impressions', Press, 
28 March 1939, p. 15. 
15 Grignon, 'Society of Arts', 28 March 1939, p. 15. 
16 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 68. 
17 Charles Grignon, 'Society of Arts: The 1940 Exhibition: T. A. McCormack's Work 
Outstanding', Press, 16 March 1940, p. 3. 
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successful, because it is more static and the treatment is inclined to be 
monotonous. The unfinished drawing of a willow tree and the two 
flower studies are quite delightful.18 

By looking at these reviews sequentially we can see that Grignon was providing 

a sustained evaluation of specific dimensions of Angus's painting. His 

reservations about the portrait of Marjorie Marshall are not indicative of a 

wholesale antagonism toward Angus's painting; rather they emerge in the 

context of an ongoing engagement with her practice and they belong to a 

discourse which deployed criticism with the intention of helping artists to 

remedy problems in their work. 

Between 1930 and 1934 Angus was married was to another Christchurch 

painter, Alfred Cook, and, as she began to use the name 'Rita Cook', her marital 

status informed some critics' responses to her art. Throughout their marriage 

Rita and Alfred both contributed to shows at The Group, the CSA, and the New 

Zealand Society of Artists. The two artists sometimes seem to have encouraged 

the critics' tendency to discuss their work together. 19 For instance, in The 

Group show of 1932 they actively invited comparison with one another by both 

exhibiting pictures depicting the ruins of Napier after the earthquake of 1931.20 

In a review of this show for Art in New Zealand, a journal where Angus was not 

given a great deal of representation, one critic claimed: 

[James Cook's] work is outstanding not less than for sheer 
craftsmanship. His pencil studies are characterised by a masterly line. 
[ ... ] Promising pencil studies and etchings were shown by Alfred H. 
Cook, a brother, and Rita Cook, the third artist of the family, was 
represented by several commendable drawings which at times were 
reminiscent of her husband's line.21 

This judgement can be read in a number of ways. In 1932 Angus was a far less 

18 Charles Grignon, 'The 1940 Group: Varied and Interesting Exhibition: Work of Younger 
Artists', Press, 28 September 1940, p. 14. 
19 In 1933 Angus exhibited a portrait at the CSA entitled Alfred Cook, Esq. This work 
inevitably drew attention to their relationship, but, while it may have run the risk of framing the 
artist in terms of her marital status, it could also be viewed as a feminist reversal of the 
traditional spouse-as-model arrangement. 
20 In the 1932 show Angus exhibited Blythes Building, Napier (1932), while Alfred showed 
Ruins, Napier (1932). As Julie Catchpole observed: 'A number of works exhibited by Rita 
Angus and Alfred Cook were executed in Napier after the earthquake and depict the ruins. In 
their pictures of Blythes Building, both artists have concentrated on the formal possibilities of 
the shapes of the ruined building and the play of light and shade created by them.' Catchpole, p. 
91. 
21 '1932 Group Exhibition', Art in New Zealand, 5:18 (December 1932), p. 97. James Cook was 
Angus's brother-in-law and, as we shall see presently, this situation also affected how she was 
represented in the public domain. 
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experienced artist than her husband, so we need not interpret the remark as 

condescending, demeaning or inaccurate. This said, the claim does recall the 

sexist convention where critics tend to privilege a husband's work and denigrate 

or elide his spouse's art. However, while there are at least two divergent 

interpretations of this verdict, what is not ambiguous is that in almost every 

other instance where Angus's marital status overlapped with the reading of her 

practice, the connection worked in her favour. 22 A significant factor here was 

that during the 1930s local newspaper critics and the community they 

represented were accustomed to artist couples exhibiting together; prominent 

examples included the Lovell-Smiths (Rata and Colin), the Kellys (Elizabeth 

and Cecil), and the Wallworks (Richard and Elizabeth). The Lovell-Smiths, for 

instance, were often discussed alongside one another, but Rata's work usually 

engendered more attention and praise than her husband's contributions.23 Thus 

there were immediate precedents which mitigated against the patriarchal 

convention of viewing wives as the disciples or students of their husbands. 

For Angus, being a Cook was complicated by the fact that this name 

belonged not only to her husband but also to her brother-in-law, James Cook. In 

the early 1930s, James was generally considered to be the most promising artist 

of his generation. As we have already seen, reviewers sometimes took 

advantage of this shared name, and developed narratives around the theme of 

22 For example, in response to Angus's and Alfred Cook's contributions to the New Zealand 
Society of Artists exhibition in 1933 one critic argued: 'Mrs Rita Cook sees in [the mountains] 
an immobility against which she contrasts the movement of the elements. Not only by their own 
weight does she suggest that her mountains are pressed down, but often they are pinned by 
clouds or beaten upon by storms until they seem to huddle. She has a low colour-toned group 
emphasising her interesting point of view, which is shared by her husband'. Chiaroscuro, 'New 
Zealand Landscape School', 31 October 1934, p. 8. What is striking here is that even though 
the critic allowed that their works shared certain qualities, Angus's painting was nonetheless the 
focal point and the basis for this comparison. 
23 In 1933, for instance, one critic remarked: 'Mrs Lovell Smith makes an extremely direct 
statement of her subject. She paints with a large, full brush in a series of broad planes. There is 
nothing "bitty" about her work. This, perhaps, is its greatest virtue, a virtue that cannot be too 
highly praised. She glories in the colour contrasts of the New Zealand landscape. At her best 
she is dramatic, at her worst, theatrical. There are no subtleties but a series of vivid and 
simplified impressions of her native country. Whereas many of the pictures by exhibitors in the 
first group might have been painted in other countries, there can be no doubt about the locality 
of Mrs Lovell Smith's landscapes. It is a little as though she had never got over her first 
impression of violent tone and colour contrasts, and in a state of beautiful astonishment had set 
herself to establish that impression at the expense of anything that tended to modify it. This is 
the ideal temperament for a poster painter and both she and Mr Colin Lovell Smith would make 
excellent poster artists. This is really very high praise. Some of the finest painters in England 
and on the Continent are best represented in their railroad posters, and in this country, where 
commercial art is in its infancy, their work should be significant of what might be done.' Jan 
Six, 'Society of Arts', 15 April 1933, p. 13. 
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family resemblance. One of the most striking examples of this approach 

emerged in a commentary by Shurrock from 1933: 

James Cook continues to demonstrate his marked talents. W. S. 
Newburgh, Esq., No. 29, and Mountaineers, No. 26, are outstanding, 
though the other portraits challenge. His Self-portrait, No. 22, gives a 
glimpse of the power of thought and concentration which lie behind the 
work of this artist. It is a great loss to this exhibition that the most 
recent of this artist's work has only just to come to hand. [ ... ] Rita 
Cook, in her realisation of the importance of 'form', adds to the fine 
examples of drawn portraits, Head of a Maori, No. 117, and Sketches, 
No. 118. Alfred H. Cook, in his set of four, makes us aware that too 
many 'Cooks' do not spoil the drawing.24 

While the critics were unashamedly enthusiastic about the work of James, 

sometimes it was Angus who took the honours. As one writer concluded in 

1933: 'The most interesting member of the family is Rita Cook, whose work is 

extremely individual in outlook. ' 25 Overall, then, there is little evidence to 

suggest that being a Cook had negative consequences for Angus's media profile. 

Although Angus's reputation was sometimes bound up with those of her 

brother-in-law and husband, at the time of her separation she most certainly had 

a profile of her own, as an artist who produced skilfully executed and 

intellectually engaging work. At about this point in her career, as a result of her 

consistent contribution to the local exhibitions circuit, there was a discernible 

shift in the critics' analysis: instead of treating her work in terms of specific 

exhibits or as a promising new talent, the reviews began to respond to her as an 

established artist, a known quantity about whom generalisations could be made 

and improvements (or lapses) remarked upon. For instance, in his review of the 

1934 CSA exhibition, Shelley ranked her and Olivia Spencer Bower as two 

artists who were 'always interesting and at times brilliant' .26 He also admired 

Angus's 'gains in sureness of attack' and claimed that she worked 'with 

personality and discrimination.'27 Henceforth the name 'Rita Cook' designated 

not only a working member of The Group and the CSA but also an oeuvre 

usually noted for technical accomplishment, iconographic sophistication, and a 

discernible evolutionary trajectory. 

24 Francis Shurrock, 'Art Exhibition: Society of Artists: The Drawings: III', Christchurch Times, 
3 November 1933, p. 7 
25 'Modem Artists', 27 October 1933, p. 2. 
26 Jan Six [James Shelley], 'Society of Arts: Annual Exhibition: Notes on the Pictures: III', 
Press, 24 March 1934, p. 24. 
27 Jan Six, 'Society of Arts', 24 March 1934, p. 24. 
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The only interruption to this pattern of acknowledgement and analysis of 

Angus in the Christchurch newspapers occurred between October 1934 and 

March 193 7, when she stopped exhibiting in the local context. Yet, when the 

artist re-emerged in the annual CSA exhibition of 193 7, showing works 

including Self-portrait (1936-1937) [fig. 8] and Cass (c. 1936) [fig. 2], she 

returned to her status as an accomplished painter. Following on :from the 

heading 'Portraits,' Conrad, writing for the Press, remarked that Angus's 

exhibits 'attract immediate attention' and that her work 'impresses by the 

masterly quality of its drawing, and its care for design. ' 28 Then, under the 

heading 'Leading Landscape Artists', he claimed that Angus had 'assumed the 

manner of Guy Kortright's Spanish landscapes' and she had demonstrated 'that 

this manner can be effectively applied to Canterbury mountain country [ .. .in] 

Cass' .29 Despite a lengthy absence from local exhibitions, the artist had not 

been forgotten. 

[II] Sales and Marketing 

As the mythology of Angus as a victim of critical disregard and depreciation 

during her early career comes undone, we are also well placed to challenge a 

closely related claim: that the artist was unable to sell her paintings. Contrary to 

the insistence in posthumous writings on Angus that her work was virtually 

unsaleable, the evidence demonstrates that, at the very least, she consistently 

outsold her peers and contemporaries in The Group exhibitions. For instance, in 

the 1938 show half the works sold were Angus's, and in 1943 three-quarters of 

the total sales were hers. This is not to say that The Group sold many paintings: 

during the show of 1938 only eight works were sold out of a total of 112.30 Part 

of the reason for this paucity of transactions was that The Group was not 

intended as a marketplace; certainly it was not staffed in a manner that would 

bring about sales, nor was it promoted as a retail venue, and contributing artists 

often exhibited works as NFS (not for sale). In view of these circumstances, 

and given her penchant for refusing to sell her paintings, Angus's 

28 Conrad, (pseud.), 'Canterbury Art Trends: Changes in Manner: Work shown at Society's 
Exhibition', Press, 19 March 1937, p. 4 
29 Conrad, 'Canterbury Art Trends', 19 March 1937, p. 4. 
3° Catchpole, p. 35. 



\ 

52 
disproportionate representation in these figures is all the more striking.31 

Even though Angus could and did sell some of her paintings, it 1s 

nonetheless important to recognise that she worked in a context where 

commercialism was neither expected nor endorsed. According to the newspaper 

critics, marketability was usually a signifier of bad art. As James Shelley 

caustically remarked of a CSA show in 1934: 'One can scarcely avoid the 

impression that many of the pictures are admitted merely because there is a 

chance of a sale.' 32 In a similar vein G. M. L. Lester complained late in 1935 

that although the Victorian age 'was as bad as an age could be in the matter of 

taste' New Zealand artists were still 'pander[ing] to this taste' because it sold 

well.33 Both writers give voice to an idea that was popular in Angus's milieu 

during the 1930s: that the local art market was based on an exchange between 

retrogressive, conservative artists and retrogressive, conservative buyers. 

Given this climate of suspicion toward selling paintings, it is unsurprising 

that Angus's preferred model for the distribution and consumption of art was 

not focused on max1m1smg profits. Instead, she helped to establish the 

International Picture Library (IPL), and, because of her pivotal role in this 

organisation, it is reasonable to argue that its procedures, charter and philosophy 

reflected her preferences about how art should circulate in the community. 

Opening on the 22nd of March 1937, the IPL lent out prints of works by leading 

European artists from the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century; among its 

stocks were works by Vincent Van Gogh, Paul Gauguin and Paul Cezanne -

major figures for artists of Angus's generation. The second service provided by 

the IPL was the rental of contemporary paintings by local artists. At the time of 

its opening the organisation held over sixty contemporary works by painters 

from Angus's circle of friends, including Leo Bensemann, Olivia Spencer-

31 As Fred Jones put it: 'She often didn't sell paintings, but there were years in the 1940s when 
she didn't wish to sell.' Jones, 'Private Individual', p. 23. Angus even fended off would-be 
purchasers. In 1961, for instance, she wrote to Charles Brasch: 'He [Frederick Page] told me he 
wrote he thought my self-portrait (oil) should be purchased by the National Art Gallery. This is 
no one's concern. The work was exhibited N.F.S. and is not available. [ ... ] As a painter I have 
a right to retain my own works for further work. Also, for health reasons, I have no wish to be 
used in pressures in art politics with the National Art Gallery [ ... ] or in any pressures.' Rita 
Angus, to Charles Brasch, 7 August 1961, Hocken Library, Charles Brasch: Literary and 
Personal Papers (ARC-0124): MS-0996-002/013. 
32 James Shelley, 'Canterbury Society of Arts Annual Exhibition', Art in New Zealand, 6:4 
(June 1934), p. 177. 
33 'Modem Trend in Art: Exhibition Launched: Dr Lester Depreciates Victorian Taste: Work of 
1935 Group', Christchurch Star-Sun, 9 October 1935, p. 5. 
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Bower, Louise Henderson, Rata Lovell-Smith, Colin Lovell-Smith, Ngaio 

Marsh, Cora Wilding and Marjorie Marshall. Angus was, of course, a 

contributing artist, as well as the IPL' s Secretary, and she also allowed her 

studio flat at 97A Cambridge Terrace to be used as the official headquarters and 

showroom. 34 

On one level the scheme was intended to put artworks into circulation in the 

community, paintings which hitherto might have been exhibited once, then 

'stuck away on the tops of cupboards to collect cobwebs and dust' or used 'as 

draught stops across fireplaces. ' 35 Beyond this motive, and the intention to 

generate revenue from modest rental charges, loan-to-buy schemes, and even 

direct sales, the IPL was designed to reconfigure the role of artworks and artists 

in contemporary New Zealand society. According to the newspaper account of 

George Lawn's address at the organisation's opening, he claimed: 

In these days of a more equitable distribution of the standards of living 
[ ... ] there should be a better opportunity for a greater number of people 
to appreciate the fine arts: there should be a better chance for the artist 
to find his true place in society. In the appreciation of those people 
sometimes referred to as the common people, the artist will find better 
stimulation now than he would in the days when he had to rely for 
encouragement on the whims of wealthy patrons. [ ... ] A great deal of 
constructive work [is] needed to bring the artist to his people or the 
people to the artist in a more effective way than [is] done by holding 
art exhibitions in public galleries.36 

When Lawn made this speech in 1937, New Zealand's first Labour government 

(1935-1949) was in the midst of implementing a range of initiatives designed to 

create a comprehensive welfare state and improved standards of living for all 

citizens. In keeping with the nation's new-found eagerness for a more even 

distribution of resources, the IPL was founded on the idea that art could be a 

part, and even an agent, of social change. It was also hoped that the 

organisation would stimulate, inspire and reward artists.37 Thus the art 

34 'A Library of Pictures: Helping New Zealand Artists: Establishment in City', Press, 6 March 
1937, p. 13; 'Library of Pictures: Establishment of Lending Scheme', Press, 23 March 1937, p. 
11. 
35 'A Library of Pictures', 6 March 1937, p. 13. 
36 'Library of Pictures', 23 March 1937, p. 11. 
37 The 'International' of the IPL's title serves as an indications of the scheme's ambitiousness, 
for it was hoped that it would incorporate Russian, Mexican and Spanish artists. In view of 
these lofty aspirations, it hardly comes as a surprise that the IPL soon petered out. Nonetheless, 
its structure and aims provide an interesting window on Angus's politics, tastes and dreams. For 
instance, the singling out of Russia, Spain and Mexico as potential candidates for reciprocity 



54 
historical convention that Angus's early career was hampered by a lack of 

patronage misrepresents her situation, for the artist was not particularly 

concerned to make painting profitable; rather the distribution model she helped 

to establish was focused on accessibility more than marketability, and it was 

driven by political and social ideals instead of commercial imperatives.38 

[III] An Established Figure 

In the light of Angus's consistent presence and considerable prominence in the 

Christchurch artworld, as well as her regular contributions to other art societies 

nation-wide, the inclusion of Cass (c. 1936) [fig. 2] and Self-portrait (1936-

1937) [fig. 8] in the 1940 National Centennial Exhibition of New Zealand Art 

constitutes a fitting and logical conclusion to her decade of success.39 However, 

the artist's notable public profile was not sustained throughout the 1940s. 

During this decade her participation in local exhibitions fell off markedly: in 

1941, 194-;,, and 1948, she did not exhibit any work, and from 1943 to 1946 she 

only made one appearance annually, alternating between the CSA and The 

Group. Angus's somewhat peripatetic lifestyle during World War Two no 

doubt made it difficult to produce works and contribute to exhibitions.40 Not 

only was there a noticeable decline in her involvement with the local exhibition 

circuit, her work also generated less commentary from the newspapers when she 

did contribute. This lowering of her public profile was also a consequence of a 

number of circumstances beyond her control. Firstly, throughout World War 

Two, as the news focused on international events and as paper and personnel 

was underscored by an admiration for the momentous political and social upheavals that these 
nations were then experiencing. It shows that the IPL represented a fusion of political, cultural 
and aesthetic concerns. The philosophy of the IPL also parallels Angus's 194 7 claim that her 
work was underscored by 'a desire to unite with a great many individual artists everywhere'. 
Rita Angus, 'Rita Angus', Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 3 (1947), p. 68. 
38 Throughout her life, the promotion and sale of work was never a priority for Angus. Despite 
Helen Hitchings's repeated invitations, she never held a one-person show at her gallery, and she 
did not organize a sizeable one-person show of her own work until 1957. Paul, 'Biographical 
Essay', pp. 28-29. In the 1960s she refused expressions of interest and offers from dealers 
including Peter Webb, Peter McLeavey, Barry Lett and Kees Hos. For further details see: ATL, 
Angus: MS-Papers-1399-1/2; and MS-Papers-1399-1/4. Instead she remained committed to art 
society exhibitions and The Group. During the early 1960s she also participated in another art 
rental scheme, which operated from the Wellington Public Library. Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 
65. 
39 A. H. McLintock, National Centennial Exhibition of New Zealand Art (Wellington: 
Department ofintemal Affairs, 1940). 
4° For a description of Angus's movements and places ofresidence during World War Two see: 
Paul, 'Biographical Essay', pp. 20-25. 
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shortages became increasingly acute, the newspapers shrank; and so, like other 

forms of local reporting, the level of arts coverage declined dramatically. In a 

review of The Group show of 1943, Angus was one of the few artists that 

Grignon was able to discuss before his text abruptly terminated with the 

apologetic concession that: 'Space unfortunately prevents mention of all the 

artists presented in this exhibition.'41 For the rest of the War, newspaper 

reviews became increasingly infrequent and the few that were published were 

little more than cursory lists of exhibiting artists. The lowering of Angus's 

public profile during this period should also be viewed in the context of a 

general tapering off in the scale of CSA shows: in the early 1930s, for instance, 

these exhibitions featured well in excess of 500 works, but by the end of the 

decade this figure had more than halved.42 As the size of these events 

diminished, so too did the media coverage they engendered. While it would be 

an oversimplification to claim that from the late 1940s onwards the newspapers 

made relatively little space for art criticism, certainly the heyday of the 

newspaper critic had passed. Thus the waning of Angus's public profile was not 

so much an indication that she had fallen out of fashion or critical favour during 

the 1940s, but rather it was caused by the less frequent appearances of her work, 

and by the declining scale of exhibitions and commentary. 

Nonetheless, Angus did make a number of notable appearances in the 

nineteen forties, and these features tend, in aggregate, to suggest that she was a 

widely respected artist during this decade. In addition to her high profile billing 

at the Centennial Exhibition in 1940, she was also discussed in Eric 

McCormick's Letters and Art in New Zealand.43 Her works were also 

illustrated in the Caxton Press's Book, and at least one of her paintings was 

featured in every edition of the Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand.44 Here 

41 Charles Grignon, 'The Group Exhibition', Press, 6 November 1943, p. 2. This is not to say, 
however, that Angus was sidelined in this review. For Grignon remarked: 'Rita Cook's Wainui 
also shows this artist's work at its best. Besides the careful drawing and composition that are 
characteristic of her work, it has a rhythmic quality which gives life to the scene.' Grignon, 
'Group Exhibition', 6 November 1943, p. 2. 
42 Catchpole, pp. 34-35. 
43 E. H. McCormick, Letters and Art in New Zealand (Wellington: Department of Internal 
Affairs, 1940), pp. 192-193. 
44 Allen Curnow and Denis Glover were illustrated in Book: A Miscellany from the Caxton 
Press, 5, (February 1942), unpaginated; Drawing was illustrated in Book: A Miscellany from the 
Caxton Press, 7 (February 1946), unpaginated. Douglas Lilburn was illustrated in Year Book of 
the Arts in New Zealand, l (1945), p. 68; Bernice was illustrated in Year Book of the Arts in 
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too, m a publication that tended towards inclusiveness, Harold Wadman 

honoured Angus by selecting her as one of the first subjects for an artist's 

profile, in which he and the artist provided commentary, in addition to featuring 

a sampler of three of her recent works.45 Another indication of Angus's stature 

emerged in Roland Hipkins's 1948 survey article entitled 'Contemporary Art in 

New Zealand', which was published in the English journal, The Studio.46 Here 

Hipkins provided a detailed analysis of the artist's landscape paintings. As I 

shall demonstrate in detail in the next chapter, the local writers and poets who 

came to dominate New Zealand cultural commentary in the late 1940s and 

throughout the 1950s identified Angus as a talented artist.47 

To find that Angus was quickly recognised as an exciting new talent, to 

discover that throughout the 1930s her work generated considerable critical 

enthusiasm and engagement in the local context, and to encounter evidence of 

her being acknowledged during the 1940s, forces us to dispense with those art 

historical and biographical discourses which represent her as a marginalised or 

disregarded figure. Angus was not working against the principles or aesthetic 

values of the period; on the contrary, she was quickly embraced and 

championed as an exciting part of this culture. As well as forcing a substantial 

overhaul of the conventional frames that have defined her work in the 1930s and 

early 1940s, what this discovery also demands is a reconfiguration of the usual 

images of the cultural context in which she worked. 

New Zealand, 2 (1946), p. 61; Self-portrait, Irises, A Goddess of Mercy were illustrated in Year 
Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 3 (1947), pp. 67-69; Tree was illustrated in Year Book of the 
Arts in New Zealand, 4 (1948), p. 53; Sun Goddess was illustrated in Year Book of the Arts in 
New Zealand, 5 (1949), p. 40; Head of a Maori Girl was illustrated in Year Book of the Arts in 
New Zealand, 6 (1950), p. 95; Head of a Maori Boy was illustrated in Year Book of the Arts in 
New Zealand, 7 (1951), p. 42. For the sake of clarity I have standardised the title of this venture 
as the Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, though in fact its format was revised on three 
occasions. The titles were: First Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand (1945), Second Year 
Book of the Arts in New Zealand (1946), Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand (no. 3) (1947), 
Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand (no. 4) (1948), Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand (no. 
5), (1949), Arts Year Book 6 (1950), Arts Year Book 7 (1951). 
45 Angus, 'Rita Angus', pp. 67-69. 
46 Roland Hipkins, 'Contemporary Art in New Zealand', The Studio, 135 (January-June 1948), 
pp. 103-120. 
47 This is apparent in a number of Landfall art reviews from the period, and from the 
posthumous testimonials of some of the key figures in the Landfall circle. See, for instance: C. 
B., [Charles Brasch], 'Arts Year Book, 1946', Landfall, l (March 1947), pp. 72; John Summers, 
'The Group Show, 1952', Landfall, 25 (March 1953), p. 60; Frederick Page, 'Rita Angus', 
Landfall, 59 (September 1961), pp. 264-265; Glover, Summers, and Page, 'Impressions', pp. 14-
18. 
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[IV] Bloomsbury South? 

Generally, the assertion of Angus as an undervalued or neglected artist has been 

established, first, by the paltry references to her work in Art in New Zealand, 

and, second, by the assumption that she was similarly sidelined by the local 

papers.48 As the preceding discussion has demonstrated, the second assumption 

and the conclusion it produced are unsustainable: there is a wealth of evidence 

signalling that the artist was the subject of much attention and support. This 

lack of consultation with archival sources also calls into question the credibility 

of much writing about the Christchurch arts scene in the 1930s and 1940s. 

Thus, I intend to survey the relatively uncharted terrain of the newspapers, 

giving particular attention to what they indicate about how artists were modelled 

and aligned during this period. What becomes increasingly clear is a striking 

disparity between the archival evidence and subsequent art historical 

representations. 

That Angus was a much scrutinised artist in the 1930s is inextricable from 

the fact that the exhibitions she contributed to received extensive coverage from 

a range of local newspapers including the Lyttleton Times (1851-1929), 

Christchurch Times (1929-1935), Press (1861-), Sun (1914-1935), Star (1868-

1935), and Christchurch Star-Sun (1935-1958). As these overlapping dates and 

titles signal, the Christchurch papers were operating in fiercely competitive and 

troubled times. In their circulation wars a key strategy was to cultivate the 

support and loyalty of a local readership by providing comprehensive accounts 

of community events. So when the Canterbury Society of Arts opened its 

annual exhibitions, the papers would promote and represent this occasion in 

various ways. As a follow-up to the opening night preview, they usually gave 

extensive accounts of the President's speech and a profile of the show's 

48 For an example of this argument see: Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 67. According to Dunn: 
'By far the most important art publication in New Zealand between 1928 and 1946 was the 
quarterly magazine Art in New Zealand. Most significant painters were mentioned at least once 
in its pages. Some, such as M. T. Woollaston, had feature articles devoted to their work and 
many, like John Weeks, had examples of their painting reproduced regularly. Rita Angus was 
less favoured. Only two of her paintings were reproduced and both in black and white: 
Gasworks [ ... ] in 1933, and the Portrait of John Bush[ ... ] in 1946. Critical writing about her 
painting in Art in New Zealand was equally sparse. Although she was a regular contributor to 
Art Society shows in Christchurch, Wellington, Napier and Auckland and an exhibitor with the 
Christchurch Group after 1932, she was not given much attention by writers for the magazine.' 
Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 67. 
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Photographs, illustrating either particular 

works of interest or contextual shots of an entire wall of exhibits, were another 

consistent feature of the coverage. The 'News for Women' section of each 

newspaper usually offered an account of the opening night, as well as lists of 

those women who attended and descriptions of what they wore. In addition to 

the various forms of general reportage, the newspapers printed extensive 

reviews, which, as their by-lines eagerly pointed out, were 'specially 

commissioned' or 'written specially.'49 The newspaper reviews of the 1930s 

functioned as a self-contained account of the CSA's show, a form of feedback 

for artists, and also a guide for those looking for a discursive chaperon.50 

Among the critics were a number of writers who also submitted art criticism and 

commentary to Art in New Zealand: Professor James Shelley (sometimes 

writing under the pseudonym 'Jan Six'), G. M. L. Lester and Frederick Page 

were frequent contributors during this period, and authors such as 

'Chiaroscuro', 'Chrome Yell ow', and Charles Grignon also appeared in both 

contexts. Generally the newspaper reviews were serialised and could spill over 

into four issues printed over a period of days or weeks. In response to the 

CSA's annual exhibition of 1930, for instance, the Press offered a three part 

review by Lester, while Shelley penned an account of the show for the 

Christchurch Times which was published on March 28, and April 7, 9 and 14.51 

Each of Shelley's segments ran to approximately 1200 words, bringing his 

entire assessment of the exhibition to around 5000 words. These, then, were 

sizeable and significant essays. While Art in New Zealand generally included 

some coverage of the CSA shows, its reviews were modest in comparison with 

the Christchurch newspapers. For example, in 1933 Art in New Zealand 

published a 1700 word review by Francis Shurrock, while the Press offered its 

49 For instance, the 1930 Lester review of the CSA show was billed as: 'Specially written for the 
Press'. G. M. L. Lester, 'Art Society's Exhibition: Notes on the Pictures: I', Press, 29 March 
1930, p. 17. 
50 Often the reviews included catalogue numbers (as well as citing the title and artist) of specific 
works which were deemed to be of particular interest. 
51 Lester, 'Art Society's Exhibition', 29 March 1930, p. 17; G. M. L. Lester, 'Art Society's 
Exhibition: Notes on the Pictures: II', Press, 3 April 1930, p. 15; Lester, 'Art Society's 
Exhibition', 5 April 1930, p. 17. James Shelley, 'The Year's Pictures: Annual Exhibition at the 
Art Gallery', Christchurch Times, 28 March 1930, p. 15; Shelley, 'Year's Art', 7 April 1930, p. 
13; James Shelley, 'Pictures of the Year: Exhibition at the Art Gallery: III', Christchurch 
Times, 9 April 1930, p. 17; Shelley, 'Year's Pictures', 14 April 1930, p. 13. 
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readers a serialised four part analysis by Shelley, which ran to 5000 words.52 As 

these figures suggest, the local papers consistently provided a level of 

information and analysis unmatched by Art in New Zealand. Thus, in research 

about the standing and critical reception of an artist such as Angus, the 

newspapers are clearly the more significant source. 

In comparison with the coverage, fanfare and pageantry accorded to the 

CSA, newspaper coverage of The Group shows was relatively modest. The 

format, however, remained very similar: a summary of the keynote speaker's 

address, a reasonably thorough review, and, in the 'News for Women' section, a 

list of who attended on opening night and what was worn. Again, in contrast to 

Art in New Zealand, the Christchurch newspapers offered more detailed, more 

insightful and more extensive coverage. For example, while The Group show of 

1932 received an 800 word summary in Art in New Zealand, it was the subject 

of three newspapers reviews (in the Press, the Sun, and the Christchurch Times) 

and a further three articles, which, in aggregate, offer a great deal more 

information and insight than the journal's report.53 Art in New Zealand's 

articles and reviews of the Christchurch arts scene were sometimes culled and 

cropped from more substantial reports and commentaries in the newspapers. In 

1943, for instance, the 'Christchurch' section of Art in New Zealand's 'Art 

Notes' recycled verbatim Charles Grignon's brief review of The Group show 

from the Press.54 As with the CSA, the local newspapers significantly outdid 

Art in New Zealand as a source of commentary about artists exhibiting with The 

Group during the 1930s and 1940s. 

The thorough coverage of local exhibitions in the newspapers serves to 

suggest that when contemporary art entered the public domain, whether at the 

52 Francis Shurrock, 'Canterbury Society of Arts Annual Exhibition', Art in New Zealand, 5:20 
(June 1933), pp. 203-211; Jan Six [James Shelley], 'Society of Arts: Annual Show of Pictures: 
The New Zealand Landscape', Press, 25 March 1933, p. 16; Jan Six [James Shelley], 'Society 
of Arts: Annual Show of Pictures: Portraiture and Some Landscape', Press, 1 April 1933, p. 16; 
Jan Six [James Shelley], 'Society of Arts: Annual Show of Pictures: Landscape', Press, 8 April 
1933, p. 18; Jan Six, 'Society of Arts', 15 April 1933, p. 13. 
53 '1932 Group Exhibition', pp. 97-98; 'A Good Display', 6 September 1932, p. 3; 'Private 
View of Work: 1932 Group of Artists: Large Attendance at Art Gallery', Christchurch Times, 6 
September 1932, p. 4; 'Exhibition of 1932 Group is Opened: Many Visitors Attend Private 
View', Sun, 6 September 1932, p. 4; Chiaroscuro, 'Exhibition of 1932 Group', 7 September 
1932, p. 7; 'The 1932 Group: Private View of Exhibition', Press, 6 September 1932, p. 2; 
'Exhibition of Paintings: "The 1932 Group" Modem Spirit Shown', Press, 6 September 1932, p. 
11. 
54 Grignon, 'Group Exhibition', 6 November 1943, p. 2; 'Christchurch', Art in New Zealand, 
16:2 (December 1943), pp. 19-20. 
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CSA or at The Group, this was a significant and newsworthy event. The 

articles, reviews and reports were underscored by the assumption that art was a 

subject relevant to a general local audience, not just a marginal or trivial activity 

of interest to an elite or a socially peripheral coterie of artists and intellectuals. 

The reports and reviews were written in a fashion that usually sought to whet 

the public's appetite for a visit. By publishing lengthy segmented commentaries 

over a period of weeks, exhibitions remained in the news throughout the entire 

period of their display. While artwriters have often argued that innovative and 

creative cultural practice was a marginal activity, it is quite clear that Angus and 

her fellow artists were consistently recognised and celebrated in the mainstream 

news media as a vital, valuable and exciting part of Christchurch life in the 

1930s. 

Another myth that comes undone through a close reading of the newspapers 

is the claim that the Canterbury artworld was polarised into two antithetical 

scenes. Art historians have generally argued that at the beginning of this decade 

hegemony belonged to an older generation of reactionary figures who remained 

wedded to impressionist and conservative aesthetics, showed at the Canterbury 

Society of Arts and were supported by an ill-formed coterie of critics.55 

Notwithstanding a few attempts at revisionist reappraisals, art history has tended 

to vilify these people and the organisations they supported. 56 This narrative of 

vilification is bound up with the appearance of a younger generation of 

Christchurch-based artists, the Left-leaning, progressive regional realists, who 

felt stifled and alienated by this scene and its players, and who, consequently, 

went on to invent the permissive, aesthetically sophisticated milieu of The 

Group. However the records of Angus's affiliations complicate this scheme of 

binary oppositions and its attendant value judgements. Artwriters have tended 

to emphasise her alliance with The Group, and her ties with the amateur art 

societies have either been elided or treated as links of no interest or importance; 

but the newspapers serve to remind us that Angus was a steadfast contributor to 

the Canterbury Society of Arts from 1930 until 1965. She was, moreover, 

55 Brown and Keith, pp. 100-118. 
56 For revisionist articles see: Judith Collard, 'Painted with a Smile: Women, Art and 
Representation in Art in New Zealand 1928-1940', Women's Studies Journal, 14:1 (1998), pp. 
83-106; Janet Abbott, 'Joy: The History of a Portrait', Bulletin of New Zealand Art History, 21 
(2000), pp. 65-77. 
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aligned with similar organisations throughout New Zealand, including the New 

Zealand Academy of Fine Arts, where she showed from 1932 to 1963; the 

Auckland Society of Arts, to which she contributed between 1938 and 1968; the 

Hawke's Bay Art Society, where her work was exhibited from 1949 to 1967; 

and the artist even appeared at the Otago Society of Arts in 1932.57 With one 

notable exception, there is no evidence to suggest that these organisations 

experienced the difference of Angus's style as corrosive or threatening; in fact, 

some of her most innovative and significant paintings, such as Cass ( c. 1936) 

and Self-portrait (1936-1937), made their debut at the CSA. The only rupture in 

the artist's commitment to amateur art societies was her resignation from the 

New Zealand Academy of Fine Arts in 1964, which came in response to the 

hanging committee's rejection of her 1962 painting Journey, Wellington. [fig. 

12] That Angus was so upset by this rejection underlines the depth and degree 

of her commitment to such institutions.58 

Angus was by no means the only artist of her generation to remain loyal to 

her local art society throughout the 193 Os and 1940s. Even if reservations were 

expressed in private, there is little evidence to suggest that artists challenged the 

status quo or that they felt the need to do so. Toss Woollaston, writing in 1936 

in the Christchurch-based leftist publication Tomorrow, was a rare exception 

when he declared: 

We are at war with Art Societies and gallery syndicates. We have got, 
and will get, nothing from them unless we submit to be patronised, 
selected and instructed by them, and tacitly acknowledge the greater 
claim of the socially more important. Were we to do all these things 
we would get one or two pictures hung but not sold, and a press notice 
- 'promising young artist, should improve with experience.' Then if 
we take the hint, and use our painting in an arduous process of social 
climbing as a parrot uses his bill in climbing up the netting of the cage, 
we are likely to become 'Mr-So-and-so, well-known exhibitor - his 
work maintains its usual high standard' - and a sale occasionally.59 

In the early 1940s Colin McCahon and Leo Bensemann fell into line with 

Woollaston's views and defected from the art societies, but it was not until 'The 

Pleasure Garden Incident' unfolded in Christchurch toward the end of the 

decade that widespread vilification of the CSA, and of the entire concept of the 

57 Janet Paul, 'Chronology and List of Exhibitions', Rita Angus, pp. 196-205. 
58 For an account of this incident see: Page, 'Personal Memory', p. 12. 
59 M. T. Woollaston, ' "Life: Art" and the Bourgeois Manifesto', Tomorrow, 29 April 1936, p. 
22. 
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amateur art society, began to appear in public discourse.6° Certainly, in the 

1930s Angus and most of the other members of The Group would not have 

aligned themselves with Woollaston's 'war.' She and the overwhelming 

majority of her peers were active art society members throughout this period.61 

Indeed, the CSA and The Group were in some respects mutually supportive; for 

instance, they scheduled their respective exhibitions six months apart (the CSA 

exhibitions generally opened in mid-March, while The Group shows were held 

between September and early November) on the assumption that key members 

would contribute to both and it was therefore necessary to give artists enough 

time to produce new work for each forum. 

Given that Angus and her contemporaries were as loyal to the CSA as they 

were to The Group, we also need to review the conventional notion that local art 

societies hampered the development of contemporary New Zealand art while 

The Group nurtured the progressives. There is evidence to suggest that the CSA 

played host to the cultivation of regional realism in Christchurch. Take, for 

instance, the following remarks by James Shelley, which were prompted by the 

CSA's Annual Exhibition of 1933: 

The interpretation of New Zealand subjects demands a specialised 
view-point. English painters, and in a lesser degree Continental ones, 
find in these mountains and plains new problems. The native-born 
painter approaches them with a localised mind, and I venture to think 
that evidences of this fundamental difference may be found in the 
exhibition of the Canterbury Art Society. In the colder northern 
countries, the outline of a mountain seen from a distance of some thirty 
miles loses and finds itself behind veil upon intangible veil of hazy 
atmosphere. Here, on a clear day, the outline of such a mountain fairly 
bounds across the sky. So it is with the pattern of trees, with the 
character of accidental details, with the tracery of the smallest objects, 
and also with colour. To many a painter the New Zealand subject 
seems to announce itself with a disconcerting emphasis and crudity. 
His tendency will be either to reduce his subject to something within 
terms of his own experience and technique, or to be so struck with the 
theatricality of the landscape that he is blind to subtleties that lie 
behind it and produces something that has the character and 
comparative emptiness of a poster. I am inclined to think that perhaps 

60 'The Pleasure Garden Incident' was a prolonged debate over the accession of a Frances 
Hodgkins painting entitled Pleasure Garden into the Robert McDougall Art Gallery in 
Christchurch. This controversy and the chorus of protest it provoked will be discussed in further 
detail in Chapter Six. 
61 As Catchpole observed in her detailed analysis of The Group: 'the artist who did not retain 
membership in an art society was an exception before the end of the 1940s, for even if the artist 
disagreed with the way the societies were run, at least they provided an opportunity to exhibit 
work, at far less cost than an independently organised show.' Catchpole, p. 114. 



the painters who have studied abroad lean to the first of these methods, 
while those who have stayed at home tend towards the second. Be this 
as it may, the two points of view are well illustrated in the present 
exhibition. Mr Archibald Nicoll, Mr Richard Wallwork, Mrs Tripe, 
Miss Stoddart, Miss Macmillan Brown, painters whose methods and 
work are very widely divergent, yet are alike in this, that they modify 
rather than exaggerate the abrupt emphasis of the New Zealand 
landscape. Mr and Mrs Lovell-Smith, Miss Drummond Sharpe, Mrs 
Norman Hope, and Mr H. J. Reed, though they too may have little else 
in common, all dwell on the qualities of violent contrast, vigorous 
colour, and emphatic outline.62 

63 

Throughout this commentary, Shelley elaborated his thesis in relation to the 

specific contributions of these artists, praising the paintings by the latter group 

and expressing some reservations about the former. By no means was this the 

only text from the early 1930s which sought to develop a framework for an 

emergent local realism, but the review did constitute an early and classic 

declaration of regionalist principles. Shelley's argument was propelled by a 

series of binary splits pivoting on a division between the local and the foreign, 

which was elaborated in terms of landscape features, painterly style, artistic 

education, and place of birth. In each instance what is endorsed, both in the 

passage quoted above and in the larger context of his essay, was the local, the 

extent to which artists responded 'truthfully' to the 'problems' posed by New 

Zealand's land formations, its atmosphere, and the local vegetation. To find 

these ideas circulating in the context of a review of a CSA show unsettles the 

idea that this organisation fostered conservatism. In fact, Shelley's text makes it 

quite clear that the Society's hanging committee incorporated the new and even 

included work marked by 'violent contrast, vigorous colour, and emphatic 

outline.' Indeed, the new was thrown into stark relief as a structural 

consequence of this organisation's emphasis on inclusiveness and diversity. 

The range of this exhibition was the very thing that allowed Shelley to argue 

and develop his case in terms of the bad and the good, the old and the new, the 

dull and the interesting. Even if reviewers sometimes bemoaned the CSA's 

salon-styled hangs and declared that The Group's comparatively clutter-free 

format was infinitely superior, this did not prevent them from finding patterns, 

cycles and trends among the chaos. 63 Because the newspapers were willing to 

62 Shelley, 'Society of Arts', 25 March 1933, p. 16. 
63 Francis Shurrock, for instance, wrote in response to the CSA show of 1933: 'The mounted 
works were separated from the closely framed, as is obviously necessary, but the mounted oil 
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commission and publish more column inches for CSA than The Group shows, it 

was Society's annual exhibition that gave critics such as Shelley the greatest 

scope to develop, pursue and advocate their ideas about contemporary New 

Zealand painting. Thus, the CSA must be acknowledged as a contributing, 

rather than inhibiting, factor in the invention of regional realism. 

To recognise that the CSA was not the last bastion of reactionary, 

conservative and academic painting executed by amateurs more interested in 

social climbing than artmaking immediately calls into question the usual image 

of The Group as the Society's absolute other. While recent art historical 

discourse has perceived The Group as an association of relatively of 

aesthetically like-minded artists, in the 1930s commentators found it difficult to 

detect obvious continuities. As one reviewer claimed in 1932: 

If the fact that they have combined for the purposes of the exhibition 
led to any misconception that the 1932 group represented any 
particular school of painting, or that the members subscribed to any 
common creed, the work now on exhibition at the Art Gallery should 
quickly remove it. All that the members of the 1932 group have in 
common is the desire to hold an exhibition and a wish to do it in the 
most convenient and practical way. [ ... ] The great variety of the 
exhibition bespeaks the independence behind it.64 

and water-colours were rather mixed, thereby confusing their respective qualities. Were the 
works grouped in accordance with professional merit? No; there were too many instances of 
poor work amongst good, and good surrounded by poor, so possibly the consideration of colour 
schemes when the works were juxtaposed was considered of more importance than relative 
attainments. [ ... ] The works by individual artists not grouped were eminently suitable for such 
grouping, and would have supplied much-needed punctuation to the exhibition, especially on the 
longer wall of the east side in the larger room, which is usually bewildering in its contiguity of 
mounted works. As in the choosing of the works, so did I find in the hanging: there was no 
plan; at least, no plan carried out, which I believe to be the reason for my own bewilderment. 
There are 338 works hung and catalogued, of which 254 are landscape, 41 still-life, 20 portraits, 
eight figure other than portraits, eight imaginative works, six animal pieces, and one figure 
composition. In these figures there lies a significance which might be taken to indicate the order 
of difficulty or interest, to the majority of artists members.' Shurrock, 'Canterbury Society', p. 
204. 
64 'A Good Display', 6 September 1932, p. 3. Shelley once argued that the difference between 
The Group and the CSA had to do with the effects of scale. As he put it: 'The sense of 
individuality in art is more definite in a small exhibition like this than with the larger annual 
exhibition where the medley of different styles and capacities is apt to produce a feeling of 
fatigued indifference.' James Shelley, 'The 1929 Group. Exhibition of Paintings', Christchurch 
Times, 10 September 1929, p. 14. Other writers attempted to argue that there was a considerable 
gulf between The Group and the CSA, but often, in the process of mounting this argument, such 
critics ended up undercutting themselves. Take, for example, the following review where the 
critic began by endorsing The Group as experimental, and then professed his admiration for the 
traditional approach of James Cook. In response to the 1932 show he claimed: 'The work of 
such experimental artists as those who have banded together to form "The 1932 Group" is 
significant in the development of a national art in New Zealand. Their exhibition, which opened 
at the Art Gallery, Durham Street, last evening, is the successor to similar exhibitions held in 
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As this review asserts, an artist's involvement with The Group was not bound 

up with his or her aesthetic affiliations. Certainly, among the founding 

members of The Group (Evelyn Polson, Viola MacMillan Brown, Margaret 

Anderson, Ngaio Marsh, Edith Wall, W. H. Montgomery, W. S. Baverstock) we 

find a range of artistic styles, all of which were- entirely acceptable in the · 

context of the CSA, and, moreover, all of these figures continued to show with 

the art societies. Marsh, for instance, who was a founding member and 

spasmodically exhibited her work up until 1940, closely aligned herself with 

conservative artists such as Richard and Elizabeth Wallwork. 65 This is not to 

deny that The Group came to include artists who were engaged with the 

development of regionalism and the tentative exploration of Modernist art; but it 

is important to acknowledge that while this organisation accommodated artists 

such as McCahon, Woollaston, R. N. Field and Christopher Perkins, the support 

of regionalism, let alone the encouragement of a localised Modernism, was 

never its purpose, intention or desire. 

That The Group could include such a spectrum of artists was partly a 

consequence of its organisational structure. As Marsh recalled in 1977: 

At no time, during my association with The Group, was there a 
deliberate attitude towards the Arts of Christchurch. There were no 
politics. We were not a bunch of rebels, or angries, we were a group of 
friends.66 

Marsh's distaste for politics and protest, and her emphasis on the goodwill and 

cooperation of friends and associates, is very much indicative of The Group's 

culture. It operated without formally elected officials, had no headquarters, very 

1927, 1929, and in 1931, and, as in them, the work shown provides a foil for the conventionally 
painted landscapes and portraits that abound in the annual exhibitions of the more staid Society 
of Arts. Some of the paintings are strikingly different from those landscapes and portraits, 
simply because they have their provenance from a different - possibly "the modem" -
conception of the purpose of the artist. Some of them are mannered in the new school, just as 
much of the work that is usually on view is mannered in the older school. 
But though it is by its contrast with what has come to be regarded as traditional art in 
Christchurch that the exhibition is particularly interesting, the work in it that has the greatest 
claim to respect is that of James Cook - an artist who is soundly based in the best tradition of 
draughtsmanship.' 'Exhibition of Paintings', 6 September 1932, p. 11. 
65 Ngaio Marsh, Black Beech and Honeydew: An Autobiography (London: Collins, 1966), p. 99, 
p. 104. In her autobiography Marsh declared: 'It had never occurred to me that I would attempt 
to be anything else in life but a serious painter: there was no question of looking upon art as a 
sort of obsessive hobby - it was everything.' Marsh, Black Beech, p. 98. However, she never 
broke out of the category of a talented part-time painter; for her painting was subsidiary to 
acting, writing and directing. 
66 Marsh, quoted in Olivia Spencer-Bower, 'The Group', Survey, 16 (1977), p. 8. 
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few rules, and confined itself to the business of hosting exhibitions - usually on 

an annual basis. In intention and deed it was little more than a simple solution 

to a simple problem: the lack of exhibition venues for artists in Christchurch. 67 

A paramount factor in The Group's success and longevity was that membership 

of this organisation was not an expression of any specific or general political, 

aesthetic or social claim, beyond the right to exhibit whatever any member 

might wish.68 The closest The Group came to issuing a statement of intent was 

in 1929 when a founding member, W. S. Baverstock, denied that the 

organisation stood for any particular principles: 

We are a group flying no standard; we have no plank or platform, nor 
do we make one of having none; we are representative of no school.69 

67 Catchpole, p. 7. 
68 A further confirmation that the longevity of The Group was bound up with its absence of 
charter and structure may be drawn from a comparison with the short-lived New Zealand 
Society of Artists, which was established in Christchurch in 1933. It held exhibitions in 1933 
and 1934 and subsumed The Group during this period. In an article announcing its formation it 
was reported: 'The activities of existing art societies in New Zealand were restricted. The first 
object of the new society would be to encourage an independent outlook upon art, both by artists 
and the public. New Zealand was a long way behind Europe in these matters and most of the 
work done in the Dominion was of a derivative nature. The future of art in the Dominion lay 
entirely with the younger artists, many of whom were showing signs of an awakening. The new 
society would encourage them to develop their ideas. Further, by means of public lectures the 
society would seek to stimulate a widespread interest in all living art. The establishment of an 
up-to-date library of prints, books, etc., would be undertaken immediately for members and 
subscribers. A policy of acquiring contemporary work by overseas artists, by purchase or 
exchange would be proceeded with. Loan exhibitions of overseas work would also be arranged 
from time to time. From the funds of the society amounts would be set aside periodically to 
found a travelling scholarship open to students throughout New Zealand.' 'Advancing Art: New 
Society Formed: Constitution Adopted', Christchurch Times, 10 July 1933, p. 15. For further 
details about the New Zealand Society of Artists see: 'New Society of Artists: Formation in 
Christchurch: Aims of the Organisation Announced', Press, 10 July 1933, p. 8; 'N. Z. Society of 
Artists. Purposes Described. Opening of Club-Rooms', Press, 19 October 1933, p. 10. The 
former Group members who joined the Society soon found it that it was not living up to their 
expectations. As Catchpole argues: 'The time spent by artists running the ever increasing 
society would have been at the expense of their personal work, and therefore also likely to have 
been a contributing factor in their decision to split from the Society.' Catchpole, p. 18. The 
Group was reformed in 1935, and it survived partly because, unlike the New Zealand Society of 
Artists, it was not a difficult organisation to run. 
69 W. S. Baverstock, 'The 1929 Group', Art in New Zealand, 2:5 (September 1929), p. 63. Half 
a century later when The Group came to an end, it was still described in terms akin to those 
articulated by Baverstock. As Bruce Robinson reflected in the catalogue marking The Group's 
demise in 1977: 'When one talks of a group, the implication is that the bonding element is a 
code of conduct or doctrine. More often than not such a formation involves the drawing up of a 
manifesto or proclamation of revolutionary reaction against an intolerable force. This was not 
so with The Group that formed in Christchurch. Contrary to current claims they never made a 
declaration to, or set out, to demolish the Canterbury Society of Arts, or present exhibitions of a 
deliberately provocative nature.' Bruce Robinson, 'Introduction', Survey, 16 (November 1977), 
p. 2. 
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The physical composition of the shows - where, usually, a contributor displayed 

his or her works together, like a miniature one-person exhibition - tended to 

preserve the identity of each artist. As Angus once observed: 'to me, the Group 

means painters as separate individuals.' 70 

A further interruption to the simple binary oppositions usually deployed to 

distinguish the CSA from The Group along the lines of terms such. as 

conservative and avant-garde, emerges in the following account of The Group's 

openings. According to Leo Bensemann, opening nights were: 

rather stiff social occasions almost in exact imitation Art Society 
'functions' with evening dresses, dinner jackets, flowers and social 
editors very much in evidence - not to mention the inescapable Guest 
Speaker.71 

Bensemann' s aversion to such pageantry is palpable, but his remarks about the 

opening night at The Group serve to reiterate the argument that, contrary to art 

historical mythology, during the 1930s this organisation was not trying to break 

away from the model set by the CSA. 

While Bensemann' s 1977 recollections about the social rituals of the 

Christchurch arts scene are marked by an egalitarian distaste for pageantry, in 

the 1930s the newspapers and particularly the 'News for Women' pages treated 

the openings at the CSA and The Group as major event, and the extent of their 

coverage confirmed how important these functions were. The women's pages 

assiduously listed the people who attended these occasions. Often up to 300 

women were named, along with descriptions their attire: the style, colour and 

fabric of each garment, and the accessories accompanying it were all treated as 

newsworthy. Particularly in the case of the Art Society, the opening was billed 

as one of the key events in the city's social calendar. A typical instance is the 

following account of the 1930 CSA opening in the Press: 

Long before 8 o'clock last night - and it was a very cold night - a queue 
was formed outside the main entrance of the Art Gallery, a remarkable 
proof of the popularity of Canterbury Society of Arts' annual 
conversazione, at which guests are afforded a private view of the 
exhibition of pictures. This pleasant gathering, for which the president 
and Council issue invitations, is regarded in the City as one of the more 
important social events of the year, at which new dresses appear in the 
all their pristine glory, and gay wraps add colour and variety to the 

70 Rita Angus, to Doris Lusk, 4 April 1968, quoted in Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 36. 
71 Leo Bensemann, 'The Group', Survey, p. 11. 
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scene. Last night's conversazione was no exception in this respect.72 

While The Group was not as thoroughly covered as the CSA, its openings were 

also treated as major social events. From 1932 onwards, when The Group 

opened, Angus was not only an exhibiting artist, she was also a part of the 

opening night's welcoming party and thus her outfit was deemed to be of 

particular interest. According to the profile given in the Christchurch Times in 

1932: 'Miss [sic] Cook was in a black, gray and brick red patterned crepe de 

chine frock with a beige jabot and short black panne velvet coatee' .73 These 

reports might sound pretentious and anachronistic, and they are certainly 

problematical to the extent that they constitute a form of surveillance and 

control over women in the public sphere. Yet the women's pages are important 

in the sense that they construct the local artworld, a place where in so many 

respects women took on the dominant roles, as a place of importance, interest 

and prestige. Even for those with no interest in art, the women who made up the 

world of the CSA and The Group were presented as exciting, significant and 

newsworthy. Thus, as with the other forms of arts commentary from this era, 

the women's pages unsettle the idea that the local arts scene was necessarily 

distant, alien, or marginal. Indeed the newspapers continually demonstrate that 

these exhibitions were considered to be a topic of special interest to the 

community and, moreover, they were occasions of considerable social 

significance, not only to those who attended, but also to those who read the 

reports.74 Contrary to art historical legend, then, the story of the Christchurch 

arts scene of the 1930s is not a tale of fringe dwelling bohemians setting out to 

undo the hegemony of repressive and reactionary older generations. 

72 'Canterbury Society of Arts', Press, 28 March 1930, p. 2. 
73 'Private View of Work', 6 September 1932, p. 4. The Sun also offered an account of Angus's 
attire: 'Mrs Cook's frock was of black crepe de chine with tiny conventional design, worn with 
a black velvet coatee.' 'Exhibition of 1932 Group', 6 September 1932, p. 4. There is an 
interesting and significant link between Angus's public construction as a fashionable figure and 
her representations of self, to the extent that both display a striking concern with the nuances of 
costume and contemporary fashion. 
74 'Art Society: Private View Night', Christchurch Times, 28 March 1930, p. 17. Take, for 
instance, the following remarks from the women's section of the Christchurch Times: 'the 
frocks worn for this occasion were very beautiful reflecting the latest modes. As one of the first 
social functions of the season, the gowns are an indication of the fashions which will reign this 
year.' 'Art Society: Private View Night', 28 March 1930, p. 17. 
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[V] More than a mask 

The arguments developed in the previous section indicate that Angus was by no 

means an outsider in the Christchurch arts scene; on the contrary she was 

immediately marked out as a promising and significant talent and, by the mid-

1930s, she was an established artist. As well as using these discoveries to 

remodel our sense of the artist and the nature of her cultural milieu, the 

discourses of the 1930s and 1940s can also be used as a platform to remodel the 

interpretation of her work. 

Recent commentators have claimed that the artist's self-portraits issued a 

series of challenges in the 1930s, but the preceding analysis of the Christchurch 

newspapers found no evidence indicating that reviewers experienced these 

works as a source of anxiety, threat or concern. When Angus made her debut as 

an exhibiting artist in 1930, her first Self-portrait [fig. 11] was admired for its 

technical dexterity, and the 1936-1937 Self-portrait [fig. 8] she hung at the 

CSA's 1937 show 'impresse[d] by the masterly quality of its drawing, and its 

care for design.' 75 However, what some reviewers did balk at was the way in 

which Angus portrayed others. What I wish to do here, then, is to focus on this 

site of critical ambivalence. 

As we have already seen, the spectrum of reactions to Angus's portraiture 

was vast; it ran from Shurrock, who found depth in this aspect of her work, to 

Shelley, who claimed that she was 'infinitely more successful in her landscapes 

than in her portraits. ' 76 This polarisation continued throughout the 1930s, and in 

some cases it was even apparent within the work of specific reviewers and texts. 

Take, for instance, Grignon's aforementioned verdict on Angus's contributions 

to the CSA in 1939: 

Rita Cook is another painter whose work in the exhibition does her less 
than justice. She has a strong and original style, a sound colour sense, 
and, particularly in her mountain landscapes, handles mass effectively. 
Her two portraits in this exhibition are flat outlines relying for their 
effect mainly on colour patterns and variations of shading. Her portrait 
of Lawrence Baigent [fig. 13] is in every way nearly faultless, but her 
more ambitious portrait of Marjorie Marshall seems to me to come 
perilously close to being a parody of her own style. The theme in the 

75 Shelley, 'The Year's Art', 7 April 1930, p. 13; Conrad, 'Canterbury Art Trends', 19 March 
1937, p. 4. 
76 Shurrock, 'Art Exhibition', 2 November 1933, p. 5; Jan Six, 'Society of Arts', 15 April 1933, 
p. 13. 
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composition is too obvious and the figure little more than a mask 
standing above an unfilled green coat. 77 

Sometimes Angus's sitters shared the critics' doubts. In 1937, for example, 

Angus approached her friend Frank Birkinshaw, with a request to execute a 

double portrait of his two daughters, and this eventually led to the 1938 painting 

Fay and Jane Birkinshaw. [fig. 14] As one of the sitters, Fay Weldon (nee 

Birkinshaw), recalled: 

[Rita] was a friend of the family, so we obliged her. [ ... ] My mother 
thought the finished painting looked nothing like either of us, and 
having herself studied at the Slade, took offence at the hard outlines 
and the geometrical forms which Rita at the time insisted on using ... 

When we left New Zealand in 1946, the painting was left behind 
on the wall, but friends ran to the ferry with it. [ ... ] 'Keep it,' my 
mother called down to them. 'Have it! Or give it back to Rita!' 

I remember Rita wore a painter's smock, smudged with colour, 
and I seem to remember she drank beer, and was seen as no lady. 

What do I remember? Choosing the dolls which featured in the 
painting.... I remember being annoyed because I had to wear the 
same dress as my sister; and I remember she was better at sitting still 
than I was. And I kept asking for water when I wasn't really thirsty.78 

One might expect understanding from a fellow artist and friend, but, on the 

contrary, Mrs Birkinshaw's training and close association with Angus lent 

authority to her objections and exacerbated her offence. In Weldon's retelling, 

the act of leaving the work behind figures as a symbolic renunciation of the 

claims it was perceived to make.79 

77 Grignon, 'Society of Arts', 28 March 1939, p. 15. 
78 Fay Weldon, 'Give it back to Rita!', in Dream Collectors: One Hundred Years of Art in New 
Zealand (Wellington: Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa; Auckland: Auckland Art 
Gallery, 1998), p. 101. Weldon offered another account of sitting for the work in her 
autobiography. She recalled: 'We were put in our matching check dresses and told to sit still. 
Jane managed this very well but I couldn't. I kept running off to get a drink of water. I 
somehow lost the belt of my green cardigan and Rita had to paint it out. She sat our dolls in a 
row above us but dressed them up first in a rather formal way which in my opinion didn't suit 
their personalities at all. She put in some of the hotel teacups, and painted them to give us a rest 
from sitting still. She was very nice, though we didn't think we looked at all the way she had 
painted us. We were more real and lasting on the canvas than we were in real life. But we were 
very polite. We knew instinctively from an early age that the artist's sensibilities are to be 
protected, lest they give up altogether and walk off into the night.' Fay Weldon, Auto da Fay 
(London: HarperCollins, 2002), p. 41. 
79 In another passage in her autobiography Weldon remarked: 'When Rita Angus painted a 
portrait of [Betty] Curnow with what my mother considered to be a disagreeable expression on 
her face she was moved to ask Rita why. Rita said she didn't approve of the way [Betty] 
brought up Wystan and thought the portrait should reflect her subject's inner soul, not what was 
visible on the face. She could be very self-righteous, as only the childless can be. I don't know 
what became of [the] portrait. Jane's and mine, in our check dresses, was to become quite 

• 
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What the Birkinshaws and the hostile reviewers shared was the idea that 

Angus's modern techniques dominated her portraits to such an extent that they 

usurped what was perceived as the fundamental task of portraiture: the 

production of likeness. While artists were entitled to modernise the landscape, 

in the 1930s critics and patrons were less tolerant of creativity and experiment 

in the genre of portraiture.80 This attitude is readily apparent in Shelley's 

review of the 1933 CSA exhibition: 

The manner, [except for a few] not very distinguished works, is 
academic. None of the 'modern' methods of portrait painting seems to 
have inhibited our painters from life: a state of affairs not altogether to 
be regretted, and preferable to the artificial forcing of a convention for 
its own sake.81 

Throughout this commentary Shelley praised works for their excellence of 

likeness and endorsed techniques that aided in the production of such 

verisimilitude. Angus's 'watercolour head' was thus deemed a failure; its 

'sharp and grinding line' and 'uncompromising technique' embodied an anti

naturalistic artificiality he felt was unnecessary. 82 

Not all of the portraits Angus exhibited in the 1930s and 1940s were given 

negative reviews: Head of a Boy and her depictions of Lawrence Baigent [fig. 

13], Harvey Gresham, and Alfred Cook, for instance, were all singled out as 

impressive works. 83 What these paintings have in common is that all represent 

boys or men. ~lthough the rule is not absolute, generally where a review 

designated the sitter's gender, critics tended to depreciate Angus's portrayals of 

women and girls and, conversely, they endorsed her representations of boys and 

famous. My mother, as I have said, despised it - it broke every rule in the Slade's book, with its 
hint of caricature and its hard edges. [ ... ] The next time [my mother] set eyes on the painting it 
was forty years later, as a postcard from the New Zealand national art gallery, "Some artwork", 
my mother remarked, appalled, "is simply indestructible".' Weldon, Auto da Fay, p. 126. 
80 Thus in the 1930s Angus's most experimental and creative works were her self-portraits. 
'Rita Angus implied that they (self-portraits) were sitting ducks to paint, like an exercise, since 
the sitter does not have to be considered.' Antony Murray-Oliver, Rita Angus, notes on 1968 
exhibition at the Victoria University Library, Wellington, ATL MS-Papers-1399-3/2; quoted in 
Cochran, 'Angus By Herself, p. 18. 
81 Jan Six, 'Society of Arts', 25 March 1933, p. 16. 
82 Jan Six, 'Society of Arts', 25 March 1933, p. 16. In another instalment of this review Shelley 
admired Angus's representations of the landscape for their sense of patterning and colour, their 
simplification of forms, and their 'austerity and dignity.' Jan Six, 'Society of Arts', 15 April 
1933, p. 13. Again, this signals that what was laudable in the genre of landscape was not so 
readily embraced in the context of portraiture. 
83 Jan Six, 'Society of Arts', 25 March 1933, p. 16; 'Modem Artists: Work of 1938 Group: 
Originality and Skill', Press, 23 August 1938, p. 3; Grignon, 'Society of Arts', 28 March 1939, 
p. 15. 
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men. Grignon's admiration for the representation of Lawrence Baigent and 

dismissal of the Marjorie Marshall painting is emblematic of this practice, as is 

his remark in a review of The 1940 Group show that Head of a Boy was 

'probably the best portrait in the exhibition' .84 

A close reading of the complaints about Angus's portraits allows us to 

understand why these works troubled the critics. Take, for instance, Grignon's 

stated reservations about Angus's portrait of Marjorie Marshall: that her face 

was mask-like and her coat appeared to be unfilled. The essence of this charge 

is that the artist had failed to define the sitter's face and body. Grignon 

condemned Angus for refusing to make Marshall knowable, accessible and 

compliant, for leaving an absence around her physical form, her femininity and 

her identity. In other words, the painting failed to subjugate this woman in 

visual terms, and it therefore represented a challenge to a social and ideological 

system based on the domination of men over women. 

Structural sexism can also be seen in the critics' attacks on the style Angus 

deployed to represent women. In response to the artist's portraits at the CSA in 

193 3, one reviewer expressed concern about the way in which her technique 

aged her subjects; of her 1933 painting The Aviatrix [fig. 15] he complained 

about the 'comparatively young woman [ ... ] with a hard face, sharp in line.' 85 

For this critic, Angus's portrait failed because the woman's face did not 

conform to his expectation that young women should be flatteringly soft, 

youthful and gentle. Yet the hardness, sharpness and severity that troubled him 

are as much an effect of the sitter's costume and the painting's iconography as 

they are a consequence of the artist's technique. In The Aviatrix Angus 

portrayed her sister, Edna, decked out in aeronautical regalia, which signified 

her status as a licensed pilot. With her head encased in a leather hood adorned 

by purposeful goggles, and her body wrapped in a large coat, the painting 

presented Edna as a composed, strong and confident New Woman.86 The 

underlying problem here was that this work presented a range of challenges to a 

sexist social order. 

The complaints about Angus's pictorial transgressions were also bound up 

84 Grignon, '1940 Group', 28 September 1940, p. 14. 
85 'Modem Artists', 27 October 1933, p. 2. 
86 For a discussion about the New Woman in the context of Angus's work see: Cochran, 'Self 
Fashioned', p. 72. 
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with the idea that the artist herself did not conform to gender conventions. 

Take, for instance, Fay Weldon's recollections of the artist. She reports that 

Angus 'was seen as no lady', a claim which is evidenced by way of the 

messiness of her smock, and because she drank beer. The artist's lack of gender 

conformity is also established in relation to her practice: she is said to have 

'insisted' on using 'hard outlines and[ ... ] geometrical forms' - as if to suggest 

this was an unnecessary, ill-advised and inappropriate decision, an indication of 

a deliberate and wilful non-compliance. These representations of Angus's 

behaviour and character are closely related to Mrs Birkinshaw's hostility toward 

the portrait of her daughters. Part of the problem was that Angus, a woman who 

was not acceptably 'lady-like', had imposed her own purported lack of 

femininity onto the Birkinshaw girls by painting them in a hard, geometrical 

style. 

The artist's unsettling of gender conventions in Fay and Jane Birkinshaw is 

also bound up with the traditions surrounding the representation of girls. As the 

art historian Anne Higonnet observes, one of the traditional modes for 

representing girls is to cast them in scenarios where they mimic adult behaviour, 

and thus they prefigure the roles they might be expected to take on in later life. 87 

Such scenes are, of course, carefully choreographed, but this type of image must 

nonetheless seem natural, and the children must remain happily oblivious to and 

unselfconscious about the process of representation. Angus's portrayal of the 

Birkinshaw girls deploys and yet disturbs these codes in a number of key 

respects. While dolls and tea sets are usually represented as if to foreshadow 

motherhood and domestic duties, in this work these objects are nothing more 

than a staged backdrop. Indeed, the entire mise en scene of this painting feels 

contrived. The two sitters are shown sharing an open book, and yet neither 

child shows any interest it, so we are left with the impression that this too was 

nothing more than a prop. The notion that this work is an orchestrated adult 

fantasy of childhood is also suggested by the costuming of these children. 

While both girls are dressed in identical checked red dresses and green 

cardigans, every other aspect of the painting insists on their difference: most 

notably, one sitter has a green and a blue eye and wavy blond hair with a central 

87 Anne Higonnet, Pictures of Innocence: The History and Crisis of Ideal Childhood (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1998), pp. 15-30. 
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parting, while the other has brown eyes and brown hair which is parted to one 

side. Angus's painting harnesses these contradictory impulses of homogeneity 

and difference, as if to suggest that these girls have been prepared and 

orchestrated into a saccharine fantasy, a fantasy that fails to recognise their 

individual identities. Nonetheless, Fay and Jane resist the coercion and 

choreography; they are not unselfconsciously absorbed in childhood.88 By 

painting them at eye-level, rather than looking down at them, and by granting 

them a close-up, active gaze, the artist and the audience engage directly with 

these seemingly inquisitive and alert children. 89 

The preceding analysis consistently signals that many of the extant models 

representing Angus, her work, and the cultural and social milieu which she 

came from fail to concur with the documents of the 1930s and 1940s. Certainly 

the notion of the artist as a marginal figure is pure myth, and no evidence has 

come to light to suggest that her self-portraits or landscapes threatened viewers 

and critics. That the writing about Angus and her culture has been configured 

around a series of radically overstated or even imagined tensions and contests -

88 What makes this picture so engaging is that the Birkinshaws are not Romantic children. As 
Higonnet puts it: 'Like vanishing points on our chronological horizon, the Romantic Child 
shrinks away to an unattainable distance from the adult present. According to Romantic 
pictures of children, innocence must be an Edenic state from which adults fall, never to return. 
Nor can Romantic children know adults; they are by definition unconscious of adult desires, 
including adult desires for childhood. The romantic child is desirable precisely to the extent that 
it does not understand desire. So the image of the Romantic child is an unconscious one, one 
that does not connect with adults, one that seems unaware of adults. [They are] presented for us 
to look at, and to enjoy looking at, but not for us to make any psychological connection with. 
[ ... ] We long for a childhood we cannot reach.' Higonnet, p. 28. Instead, Faye and Jane are 
Knowing Children, children who, in Higonnet's terms 'have bodies and passions of their own. 
They are also often aware of adult bodies and passions, whether as mimics or only witnesses.' 
Higonnet, p. 207. The Birkinshaws are 'Knowing' in the sense that they are represented as 
active and intelligent, and because they seem to challenge the viewer. 
89 Weldon's story about the making and reception of her portrait is remarkably similar to a tale 
told by Sheridan Keith. In the late 1960s, Angus was commissioned to paint portraits of 
Sheridan Keith and her sister. Keith's mother, June Black, commissioned the works, partly 
because she knew and admired Portrait (Betty Curnow), but also out of sympathy for the 
seemingly impoverished artist. Keith recalled that although she felt Angus's preparatory 
drawing of her was accurate, when 'the painting took over and it became more stylised, the 
literal likeness was lost, at least to my eyes. [ ... ] When my portrait was finished we didn't quite 
know what to make of it. It was powerful, that was certainly true. But it didn't feel like the 
person I felt myself to be. My sister thought it was hideous and refused to have hers done. It 
wasn't framed at that stage. My mother rolled it up and put it away. [ ... ] As I look at it now I 
remember a hot summer full of adolescent tensions'. Sheridan Keith, 'Being Painted by Rita 
Angus', Broadsheet, 108 (April 1983), pp. 21-22. As with the Birkinshaws, the Keiths were 
troubled by what was perceived as a gulf between the bold, stylised, powerful images of the 
sitters and their own perceptions of their identity. In effect, the sitters reacted to the fact that 
these representations were marked by an erasure of a flattering femininity; the pictures opted 
instead for a masculinising assertiveness, boldness and hardness and this, at the time, was 
undesirable and troublesome. 
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between the old and the new, the traditional and the modem, the conservative 

and the avant-garde, the CSA and The Group - is testimony to the ability of art 

historians to produce fictional narratives governed by extraneous ideological 

imperatives. Beyond the troubling lack of archival support for many of the 

claims made about the artist and her work, what is also problematical about this 

disregard for this evidence is that it also forfeits the opportunity to understand 
I 

what, in its original context, were the most challenging and innovative facets of 

the artist's project. 
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Figure 1: Rita Angus, Portrait (Betty Curnow), 1942 
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Figure 3: Rita Angus, Self-portrait, 1959-1960 



Figure 4: Rita Angus, Scrub-burning, North Hawke 's Bay, 1965 
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Figure 5: Rita Angus, Bookplate for Rita Cook, c. 1937 
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Figure 8: Rita Angus, Self-portrait, 1936-1937 
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Figure 9: Rita Angus, Portrait, 1943 



Figure 10: Rita Angus, Central Otago, 1940 
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Figure 11: Rita Angus, Self-portrait, 1929 
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Figure 12: Rita Angus, Journey, Wellington, 1962 



Figure 13: Rita Angus, Lawrence Baigent, 1938-1939 
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Figure 14: Rita Angus, Fay and Jane Birkinshaw, 1938 
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Figure 15: Rita Angus, The Aviatrix, 1933 
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Figure 16: Rita Angus, A Goddess of Mercy, 1946-1947 
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Figure 17: Rita Angus, Self-portrait, 1947 
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Figure 19: Rita Angus, Untitled (Self-portrait at the Hairdresser's), c. 1936 
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Figure 20: Rita Angus, Moon (Leaf Series), 1965 
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Figure 21: Rita Angus, Rutu, 1951 



CHAPTER FOUR 

ANGUS AND THE LANDFALL CRITICS 

There has, on the whole, been a considerable improvement in New 
Zealand painting during the past twenty years. We have seen a 
handful of very good painters develop fruitfully, under great 
difficulties. But the general level of our painting - and of public taste 
- is much too low. [ ... ] Until this general level is raised, individual 
painters with first-class talent will continue to labour UQder 
psychological burdens that impede their progress. It is therefore 
important for· us not only to applaud the best, but to clear away some 
of the weeds so that the best can grow and flower more freely.' 

A. R. D. Fairburn, 'Some Reflections on New Zealand Painting' 

[I] Landfall in lesser known seas 
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It has often been argued that Angus was a neglected figure in the late 1940s and 

1950s. The usual explanation for this disregard is that, as Peter Tomory argued 

in the 1960s, the period's artwriting came predominantly from the Landfall

based writers, poets and intellectuals who did a 'double-shift as art critics. '2 

While these commentators set out 'to clear away some of the weeds' and 

intended to 'applaud the best', according to Tomory, they failed to grasp the art 

historical sophistication of a practice such as Angus's, and instead they were 

seduced by the obvious charms of literary and illustrative paintings. 3 Certainly 

the Landfall group affected the artist's critical fortunes and even her work, but, 

in the context of this chapter, I intend to develop a new analysis of this 

relationship. For what has been represented as a silence resulting from the 

literati's incomprehension, proves in retrospect to be the result of a series of 

tensions, conflicts and debates between the artist and the critics. 

In the late 1940s the local literary scene was in the midst of a profound 

growth spurt. The advent of Landfall: A New Zealand Quarterly in 1947 was 

both a cause and symptom of this development; edited by the poet Charles 

Brasch, the journal became a forum and focal point for literary and intellectual 

culture in New Zealand. While it centred on literary affairs, it also included art 

1 A. R. D. Fairburn, 'Some Reflections on New Zealand Painting', Landfall, l (March 1947), 
pp. 53-54. 
2 Tomory, 'Visual Arts', p. 73. 
3 Tomory, 'Visual Arts', pp. 73-74. 
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reviews and commentaries on the local arts scene. The Landfall contributors 

who wrote about the arts were not usually members of this scene; rather they 

were mostly intellectuals and literary figures. 4 From the late 1940s onwards, 

these writers began to review the most significant local art exhibitions, such as 

the annual shows of The Group. They also began to challenge the infrastructure 

and prevailing values of the local art scene. Yet this was not a concerted 

attempt to secure control over artists or their agencies; rather most of these texts 

were underscored by a desire to see the artworld prosper in a similar fashion to 

the flourishing literary scene. 

That Landfall's limited arts coverage registered as a significant presence 

during the period under review has much to do with the concurrent absence of 

arts commentary and criticism in both the local and national contexts. 5 The 

heyday of newspaper art criticism - the 1930s - had drawn to a close; during and 

after the war the papers gave less coverage to the arts, and the art society shows 

they often reported on decreased in scale, importance and credibility. When Art 

in New Zealand folded in 1946, the nation was left without any publication 

offering regular artworld journalism or criticism. While the Year Book appeared 

in 1945, it focused on the production of images and only provided a few brief 

survey essays in each edition. In effect, Landfall offered the only senous 

picture of what the New Zealand artworld was like in the late 1940s.6 

To Angus, Landfall's interest in the artworld was intrusive, troublesome, 

and unacceptable. It represented a challenge to the autonomy of artists and the 

agencies that supported this state of affairs. She could see that the models and 

the infrastructure she was accustomed to were coming undone and the Landfall 

commentators were supporting and encouraging this process. In public, she 

4 Wystan Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism in New Zealand', Bulletin of New Zealand Art History, 
3 (1975), p. 10. 
5 As Curnow argued: 'The friendship these writers gave to painting, especially contemporary 
painting, has an importance out of all proportion to the meagre amount of art criticism they 
contributed'. Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism', p. 9. 
6 Between 1946 and 1967 there was no regular publication reporting on developments in the arts 
in New Zealand. Home and Building and the New Zealand Listener sometimes published 
commentary and criticism, but there was no forum dedicated to the local art scene until the 
arrival of Arts and Community (1965-1974), Ascent (1967-1969), Bulletin of New Zealand Art 
History (1972- ) and Art New Zealand (1976- ). If only because of a lack of alternatives, 
Landfall remained the most accommodating and likely host for serious artwriting on local 
subjects. The remarks about artists such as Angus, and the arguments its contributors put 
forward about the infrastructure of the local artworld, accrued extra significance because after 
the Year Book's demise there was no forum for retaliation, and no other venue presented an 
alternative view of the arts community. 



99 
sought to counteract what the Landfall critics wrote about her and, in private at 

least, she repeatedly questioned their claims and their entitlement to involve 

themselves in artworld affairs. In light of this tension and the power shift it 

engendered, I intend to present an analysis of the literati's aspirations and 

recommendations for artists such as Angus, and for the artworld in the late 

1940s. Then, through an examination of the artist's protests, I will explore the 

complexities of her actions, attitudes and philosophy. For her protests offer 

considerable insights into her views on artwriting and language, and they also 

say much about her beliefs as to the legitimate role of the critic, and her model 

of herself as an artist. Another focal point of the discussion is to consider how 

her rebukes affected the ways in which others, and particularly those she 

rebuked, modelled her as an artist. 

A major part of Landfall's challenge to the existing artworld infrastructure 

was focused on its modes of artwriting. The two forums of arts coverage and 

commentary the Landfall group took issue with were the newspapers and the 

Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand. Brasch had nothing but contempt for the 

papers. As he put it in 1950: 

The daily press does a good deal of harm by printing ( doubtless in 
good faith, since nobody concerned knows any better) ignorant and 
misleading reviews of local shows in which praise and blame are 
commonly given for the wrong reasons. If a newspaper does venture 
to print a more reasoned (which is bound to mean a more critical) 
review of an art society show, it may lose advertising.7 

Though he held out no hope for the papers, Brasch' s acerbic review of the 1946 

Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand also set out a rescue plan. What 

concerned him most about the Year Book was its lack of discrimination; he 

argued its editor, Harold Wadman, had 'cast his net [ ... ] wide and set his 

standard [ ... ] low'. 8 Brasch wrote: 

In a note prefacing the 1945 volume, Mr Wadman states that the choice 
of works is largely that of the artists themselves. The method is 
unavoidable, and may work well enough in general. But it needs very 
careful watching by the editor - and a knowledge of each artist's work -
if it is not to lead sometimes to unfortunate results. It may be, for 
instance, that Rita Cook is exploring new ground in her portraits; but 
they are still too experimental to add anything to her reputation as a 
serious landscape painter, and it would have been wiser to reproduce 

7 Charles Brasch, 'Notes', Landfall, 16 (December 1950), p. 280. 
8 Brasch, 'Arts Year Book', p. 72. 
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none of her works than to have these alone. (This is indeed a delicate 
matter: but an editor's business is to edit.)9 

As is so often the case with the criticisms formulated in Landfall, diagnosis of a 

problem is a pretext for a list of remedies; thus Brasch suggested that the next 

Year Book (the 1947 edition) should choose fewer artists, ensure the inclusion 

of all worthwhile local talent, and showcase at least one or two major painters. 10 

Brasch was concerned about the annual's endeavour to 'please everybody' 

by including a wide range of work because it put the best works and the best 

artists on a level footing with the worst, and moreover it discouraged viewers 

and artists from making qualitative distinctions or even recognising the grounds 

on which such distinctions might be made. 11 Faced with the sheer unevenness 

of local practice, he felt that the appropriate remedy was a publication where an 

alert and well-informed editor would choose what was good and reject what was 

not up to standard. Significant talents, such as Angus, would flourish under this 

regime because their accomplishment would be acknowledged in the public 

domain and so they would feel encouraged and rewarded, and because they 

would know what was (and was not) worthwhile in their work. 

Given that this review was written by Landfall's editor and featured in its 

inaugural issue in March 1947, Brasch's arguments about editorial jurisdiction 

were by no means disinterested. On the contrary, his complaints have as much 

to do with his own aspirations and expectations for Landfall and, indeed, New 

Zealand culture, as they do with the ostensible subject under discussion. His 

attack on the Year Book was really a critique of the culture it nurtured and the 

principles it stood for: deferential inclusiveness, diversity, and self

determination. In questioning these principles, he was challenging the dominant 

model of the New Zealand artworld. 

Landfall not only set out to challenge the prevailing standards, it also 

offered what, in the New Zealand context, was a new style of artwriting. In 

place of the mostly benign and supportive commentary Angus and artists of her 

generation were accustomed to, the journal featured writing that was polemical, 

9 Brasch, 'Arts Year Book', p. 72. 
10 Brasch, 'Arts Year Book', p. 73. 
11 Brasch, 'Arts Year Book', p. 73. 
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judgmental and sometimes provocative. 12 Much of the discussion was also 

~ 

marked by the desire for a uniquely New Zealand style of painting. 13 Take, for 

instance, A. R. D. Fairburn's write-up of The Group show of 1947. This 

exhibition was a major retrospective commemorating the organisation's 

twentieth anniversary and it featured works by nearly every contributing artist 

from 1927 onwards. 14 Since its publication, this review has often been cited for 

its assault on Colin McCahon. Fairburn argued in vitriolic tones that 

McCahon's work was 'pretentious hocus' and likened it to 'graffiti on the walls 

of some celestial lavatory.' 15 An attack of this ferocity would have been 

unacceptable to the editors of Art in New Zealand and was largely 

unprecedented in local artwriting, but in Landfall memorable. and evocative 

phrases made good copy. Beyond the opportunity for some discursive target 

practice, what genuinely concerned Fairburn was the prospect that McCahon's 

paintings were 'bad for the politics of art' because they offered 'the philistines a 

rod to beat the backs of those painters who want to escape from the encircling 

gloom of the academy by other and more legitimate means.' 16 His 

preoccupation with escaping from pedagogical orthodoxy also informed his 

critique of Angus. He argued that she was suffering from the 'fault that seems 

to haunt New Zealand painters [ ... ] arrested development.' 17 In his view: 

Rita Angus has not contrived to break out of whatever it is that lras--·-
been confining her for years; on the contrary, I notice a tendency to 
niggle in her landscapes, and to provide maps of people instead of 

12 Curnow remarked: 'Art in New Zealand, an art quarterly that made some room for writing, 
folded in 1946, and Landfall, a literary quarterly that makes room for art, began in 1947. 
Literature moved to centre stage, art to the wings. Suddenly there was much less art criticism. 
Moreover, so few are the contributors in common and so disparate are they in tone and 
standards that these could well be magazines from two different countries. With the exception 
of Fairburn, the art critics in Landfall were new voices. [ ... ] They were intellectuals, poets and 
academics, with a part-time interest in painting.' Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism', p. 10. 
13 For example, in Fairburn's first Landfall essay on local art, 'Some Reflections on New 
Zealand Painting', which was published in the journal's inaugural issue, he argued: 'There is, in 
truth, no such thing so far as "New Zealand painting" in the sense of a body of work that has a 
definite character deriving from the life ofthis country.' Fairburn, 'Some Reflections', pp. 49-
50. However this was precisely what he and others were hoping for, and it was always their 
guiding and overriding critical concern. 
14 A. R. D. Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury: Some Notes on the Group Show', Landfall, 5 (March 
1948), pp. 46-50. 
15 Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', p. 50. While he claimed that the artist could not and should not 
be taken seriously, the extent of his focus and the intensity of his offensive can be seen to make 
precisely the opposite point. 
16 Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', p. 50. 
17 Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', p. 48. 
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portraits, which suggests that her talent is being starved.18 

Fairburn also objected to her use of bright colours because they lacked energy 

and life, and he claimed that her work covered the same territory as Leo 

Bensemann's but less effectively. 19 Hitherto Angus had enjoyed considerable 

critical support, but the qualities that had appealed to her immediate peers and to 

an earlier generation of critics were now being questioned. While Fairburn 

mentioned no other artist more than once in this commentary, he referred to 

Angus on three separate occasions, making her the embodiment of many of the 

problems in local painting. Thus, in the context of Landfall in the late 1940s, 

Angus was presented as a talented figure whose current output did not reflect 

her abilities. 

Fairburn's text also serves as an indicator of another dramatic change 

ushered in by Landfall: a persistent and increasingly entrenched scepticism 

about The Group and the so-called 'Canterbury School.' In the context of Art in 

New Zealand and in the Christchurch newspapers, The Group had often been 

represented as an exciting and innovative exhibiting body; sometimes 

commentators found specific exhibits, regular contributors or even entire shows 

wanting, but the organisation's reputation as a forum where the best examples 

of New Zealand art could be seen tended to be reiterated in most reviews. With 

its air of condescension, Fairburn's appraisal of The Group show of 1947 

inaugurated a notable shift in the organisation's reputation. He was willing to 

allow that the exhibition included 'a higher proportion of work that was in one 

way or another "interesting" ' but he also displayed impatience and intolerance 

with particular elements of the show; he complained, for instance, that it 

included 'a scattering of really meaningless work', and he abhorred the presence 

of some 'sugar-candy mountain scenes, and some other landscapes that were 

clearly meant to be hung in a boudoir' .20 Not only did he seek to strip The 

Group of its reputation as the most innovative and progressive milieu in the 

country, he also recast it as an emblem of the nation's artistic problems and 

failings. In his view: 

18 Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', p. 48. 
19 Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', p. 49. He suggested that Bensemann 'sometimes shows greater 
sensitivity than Rita Angus in work that has much the same intention'. Fairburn, 'Art in 
Canterbury', p. 49. 
2° Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', p. 47. 
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Of the really talented painters in this country there are few who do not 
suffer from some sort of arrested development, a failure to get the 
wings fully spread and to take flight. In this show I took note of 
several painters who would profit greatly by the sort of imaginative 
release that appears to be so difficult to achieve in New Zealand.21 

In an editorial from 1950 Brasch reiterated Landfall's ambivalent attitude 

toward the Christchurch arts scene through an analysis of the Living Canterbury 

Painters exhibition. He described the show as presenting a school of painting 

mired in 'would-be English gentility and restraint carried to extremes'; in his 

view, the key qualities of this school included 'a flat bloodlessness, an almost 

entire want of vigour and curiosity, of intellectual and emotional content. ' 22 He 

also quipped: 'Canterbury is still badly mother-fixated in a number of ways.' 23 

Again, Brasch insisted that this problem was caused by a systemic failure in the 

artworld' s infrastructure. He voiced his contempt for art societies, claiming 

they were more interested in society than art, and he criticised them for their 

lack of discerning criticism about the merits of their contributors' exhibits as 

well as their accommodation ofrecreational and hobby painters.24 However, the 

real bite of his commentary was reserved for the independent exhibiting 

associations: 

It is in the small independent bodies that one has to look for the only 
serious painting to be seen in New Zealand today. But their members 
too lack salutary regulative criticism. [ ... ] What is needed to rescue 
painting in New Zealand is, first, a few informed, discerning and 
persistent art critics who are independent of the art schools and the art 
societies and will apply fearlessly to local work, in season and out, the 
best contemporary standards.25 

Here Brasch confirmed and developed the Landfall position: that New Zealand 

art was patently failing at a structural level and the situation could not be 

21 Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', p. 47. In the light of his earlier remarks about Angus's talent 
being starved, clearly she personified the New Zealand painter in need of imaginative release. 
22 Brasch, 'Notes', pp. 278-279. 
23 Brasch, 'Notes', pp. 278-279. 
24 Brasch, 'Notes', pp. 280-281. 
25 Brasch, 'Notes', p. 281. He also argued: 'New Zealand art schools patently fail to provide 
[salutary regulative criticism], and there are no university departments of Fine Arts or History of 
Art to do so - if indeed such departments were practicable in a country without art. Good 
though art school teaching may be in some respects, the whole effect of the arts schools and the 
atmosphere they disseminate is stultifying. They seem to be a generation or more out of date; 
they are so busy supplying the standard product for school teaching and commercial art that they 
cannot recognize a genuine painter when they meet one and have no time or tolerance for 
painting that does not conform to their instruction. The Canterbury School has probably been 
the worst offender of all, just because it was so respectable and well established; and the attack 
on Frances Hodgkins's Pleasure Garden originated there.' Brasch, 'Notes', p. 281. 
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rectified by artworld self-regulation. Indeed, the self-governing and inclusive 

culture of independent artists' associations - of which The Group was by far the 

most prominent example - was causing the problem. While artists were to 

provide the source material, the Landfall writers rejected the principle of 

inclusiveness; they felt that critics were needed, both to prune out the dead 

wood and to allow the strong new figures to come through. In other words, 

what was required was a total reconfiguration of the artworld, a restructuring 

that would reduce the independence of the arts community and question the 

success of each artist's creative vision by holding them to independent critical 

account. 

In spite of Landfall's rhetoric, the journal was not able to remedy many of 

the problems it diagnosed; there was always a gulf between its aspirations and 

its actions. As Angus put it in a letter to Brasch in 1953: 

A copy of Landfall with the reproduction of my Auckland Express has 
come, and your note enclosing Landfall's minute cheque, which could 
help to create un peu Joie, through the purchase of a few tiny tubes of 
paint or paint brushes.26 

Here Angus pointed out that while Landfall was, at a rhetorical level, committed 

to supporting and encouraging the best artists and while it was contemptuous of 

amateurism, its reproduction fees failed to acknowledge the true cost of 

professional practice. To her the diminutive payment was a backhanded 

complement, a trivialisation of her skills, labour and commitment to painting. 

Nor was Landfall ever a forum for sustained art criticism. While its art 

critics adopted an authoritative tone, voiced a plethora of concerns, anxieties 

and doubts about the artworld's infrastructure, and sought to judge and re-route 

artists, the journal only ever treated art criticism as a peripheral matter. Its 

coverage of the artworld was usually limited to the publication of a series of 

black and white full page plates, and perhaps one review of a show, artist or arts 

issue of interest to a general readership. Half the journal's arts analysis during 

its first three years of publication was dedicated to the controversy over the 

repatriation of Frances Hodgkins's work and the larger issue of art gallery 

acquisitions policy and administration.27 Brasch continually asserted ( and 

26 Angus, to Brasch, 24 March 1953, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
27 Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism', p. 10. 
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passionately believed) that art was important, but in the context of Landfall 

there was never the scope to treat it as anything other than a secondary concern. 

The limit of Landfall's interdisciplinarity was also apparent in the kinds of 

artwriting it produced. Take, for instance, John Summers's review of Angus's 

contribution to The Group show of 1952. He remarked: 

The precision and craftsmanship which is so obvious in Rita Angus's 
work always gives pleasure, though for me this year Protea gave 
greatest satisfaction. Its four outward flaring and half-opened blooms 
are seen from different angles, so that you actually look over the 
cupped petals of one towards the centre, evoked a strong sense of that 
mysterious quickening which is life. The painting in its effect is the 
visual counterpart of Dylan Thomas's 'The force that through the green 
fuse drives the flower.' Still Life with its scattered fruits, pineapple and 
pumpkin on a blue background, suggests that Rita Angus is better 
when she can use the single, simple and unified pattern of a plant than 
when she arranges the elements of her painting for herself.28 

What is striking about Summers' s commentary, beyond his willingness to take 

Angus's flower painting seriously, is the fact that his interpretation was tailored 

to the pre-dispositions of a literary-minded audience.29 He, and most of the 

other early Landfall art critics, tended to look at art as a visual counterpart and 

compliment to writing. Not only is this made to manifest through the Dylan 

Thomas analogy, but also through his reservations about the more adventurous, 

experimental dimension of the artist's practice. Of course, it could be argued 

that his concern about her new approach was entirely legitimate. However, if 

we take account of the diminutive scale of New Zealand culture and the open 

secret of Angus's recent confinement in a psychiatric institution (Summers lived 

in Christchurch during this period and was well aware of the artist's 

breakdown), then his scepticism about her ability to compose pictures takes on a 

very different meaning. Not only does it belong to the sexist convention of 

contesting the ability of women to work in a creative and original manner, it 

also implies that Angus had not entirely regained her intellectual stability and 

would be better to copy from nature instead of thinking for herself. The 

purported disarray of her pictures is made to support the diagnosis of disarray in 

28 Summers, 'Group Show', p. 60. 
29 Other members of the literati were not particularly enthusiastic about flower painting. 
Fairburn, for example, complained about 'the popularity of flower-pieces - and the more vapid 
they are, the higher the price that may hopefully be put in the catalogue. Of this habit of 
painting flowers little needs to be said. In the hands of most of our local practitioners it is 
merely a refined form of doodling.' Fairburn, 'Some Reflections', p. 54. 
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her mind. 

Summers's anxieties about the artist's engagement with abstraction, his 

commendation of her more illustrative works, and his desire to lead her back to 

representing the local and the environmental, are also indicative of another 

common Landfall practice. The literati repeatedly endeavoured to bring Angus, 

with her 'precision and craftsmanship', back into line with a Nationalist agenda. 

This corrective impulse was also discernible in the aforementioned Brasch 

criticisms about her 'experimental' portraits and his desire to typecast her as 'a 

serious landscape painter.' What troubled Brasch, and writers like Summers 

and Fairburn, was the knowledge that Angus was talented and capable and, 

moreover, that she was one of the few New Zealand artists who could produce 

the kind of work they endorsed. Yet by exhibiting paintings that exceeded the 

parameters of Nationalism, her practice represented a marginalisation of their 

ideological agenda. Thus in the late 1940s and 1950s they made a number of 

attempts to police her practice and reign it in, hoping that she would continue to 

produce works which, like their own undertakings, expressed a concern with 

defining local truths and realities. 

[II] Paint that matters 

As the literati challenged the artworld, and as they began to suggest that local 

painters were in urgent need of guidance and prescriptive criticism, Angus 

responded, both in the public and private domain. Her dialogue with the 

Landfall writers and her public representations of her practice say much about 

her preferred model for her work and herself as an artist, and they also set out 

what she believed was an appropriate role for critics and viewers. Thus, the task 

that presents itself here is to analyse her rejoinders and, also, to show how the 

literati's actions directly impacted on the way in which she constructed herself 

in the public domain. 

As we have already seen, one of Brasch's first targets was the Year Book of 

the Arts in New Zealand; in his review of the 1946 issue, he cited the inclusion 

of Angus's portraits as a symptom of this publication's lack of editorial 

adjudication.30 His criticisms had some impact, for the 1947 edition pruned the 

30 Brasch, 'Arts Year Book', p. 72. 
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overall number of artists and began to highlight selected figures. 31 This was 

not, however, the gesture of acquiescence that it might seem: the first profile 

was dedicated to Rita Angus, the individual Brasch cited as emblematic of the 

Year Book's editorial inertia and its misguided faith in the ability of artists to 

select their best work. If the choice of Angus represented a challenge to 

Brasch's vision, so too did the content of the Year Book's three page feature on 

her work, which included an artist's statement and reproductions of Irises 

(1945), A Goddess of Mercy (1946-1947) [fig. 16] and Self-portrait (1947).32 

[ fig. 17] These illustrations scotched the notion that Angus's primary concern 

was painting the New Zealand landscape: the use of a botanical subject, a self

portrait, and the inaugural Goddess painting implied that while the artist's 

oeuvre was marked by a continuity of style and meticulous technical dexterity, 

its subject matter was eclectic. This case was also confirmed in the artist's 

statement; following on from a paragraph of biography - offering details about 

her birth, education, and changing signature - Angus stressed that her practice 

emerged from a wide ranging interest in the world and its inhabitants.33 She 

declared: 

METHODS: I like to paint with the seasons, and devote time to the 
observation of skies, country, sea and peoples. In portraiture, I note the 
special personality of the sitter, and often endeavour to express through 
a simplicity of line and colour, the content of the sitter's interesting 
complexity and diversity of moods. With the figure compositions, I 
usually work by blocking in my general ideas, then leaving the painting 
for some months, or years, and with notes, the ideas grow to a further 
stage. 

31 The 1945 edition of the Year Book featured ninety-two artists, while in 1946 the figure stood 
at eighty-six. After Brasch's criticisms, the number fell to sixty-six in the 1947 issue. In the 
accompanying editorial Wadman commented: 'The Year Book has tried hard to be 
representative, to admit every sort of painter. With this issue we have practised a greater 
exclusion. Fewer artists are presented, and as a result we are able to devote more attention to 
those who seem to us to be worth it. Our policy for the future is "fewer and better".' Howard 
Wadman, 'The Year Book and the Year', Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, .3 (1947), pp. 6-
9. 
32 Angus, 'Rita Angus', pp. 67-69. 
33 Angus's statement began: 'I was born on March 12th

, 1908, at Hastings, Hawke's Bay. I 
began my Art Training, as a child, with the late G. H. Elliott at Palmerston North, and later 
attended the Palmerston North Girls' High School for five years, and matriculated. In 1927 I 
came to Christchurch to the Canterbury College School of Art, as a full-time student for four 
years, taking the Diploma course. I did not complete the final. I attended the Elam Art School, 
Auckland, for a few life classes. I have shown paintings in exhibitions since I was 21 years of 
age. Some of my paintings are signed Rita Cook and some Rita Angus: I am changing to this 
latter signature again.' Angus, 'Rita Angus', p. 67. The public clarification of her name change 
was, no doubt, another motivation for making this statement. 



AIMS: To show the present a peaceful way, and through devotion to 
visual art to sow some seeds for possible maturity in later generations. 
I am Colonial, several generations, and for me New Zealand is, in 
essence, medieval. As a woman painter, I work to represent love of 
humanity and faith in mankind in a world, which is to me, richly 
variable and infinitely beautiful. I endeavour to record the alive, 
constructive and courteous spirit of the age. My paintings express a 
desire to unite with a great many individual artists everywhere, as well 
as groups in all arts, so as to create a living freedom from the afflicting 
theme of death.34 
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Read in the light of Brasch's review, Angus's text offers a range of challenges 

to his representation of her work and priorities. Where he had dismissed her 

portraiture as experimental, she emphasises the painstaking, time consuming, 

and contemplative dimensions of her process. Where he compartmentalised her 

oeuvre into genres and ranked it according to his agenda, Angus stresses that her 

art is born of a much more philosophical interest in people, time and place.35 

Where he had categorised her as a serious landscape painter, she does not even 

mention the word landscape. Where he advocated a cultural infrastructure 

organised so that critics and editors mediated the presentation of artworks in the 

public sphere, Angus opts to speak for herself and offers a vision marked by 

inclusiveness, collegiality and unity. 

The fact that this was the only publication to which she ever willingly and 

actively contributed suggests that its artwriting was executed in a mode she 

endorsed; it is through a close reading of the Year Book, then, that we can begin 

to fathom Angus's sense of the appropriate relationship between image and text. 

In this publication image was always more important than text: particularly in 

the early issues, illustrations were more prominent than the commentary, and 

there was almost no criticism. In essence, its fine art section was little more 

than the sum total of the reproductions contributors sent in. 36 In the case of the 

34 Angus, 'Rita Angus', pp. 67-68. 
35 Throughout her career critics often made their preference for her landscape work clear, but 
she did not allow this to influence her practice. According to Paul, in 1969 'she turned down an 
offer of modest support from Barry Lett Galleries because it appeared they "only wanted 
landscape".' Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 38. 
36 In the first issue, for instance, the only writing about painting was contained in a short essay 
by Edward Simpson, and he did not mention any specific local artists or artworks. See: Edward 
Simpson, 'The Year's Painting in Perspective', Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 1 (1945), 
pp. 9-16. The other introductory text in the Year Book was a dialogue between Ngaio Marsh 
and Allen Curnow; in this context only one New Zealand painter was cited by name. Curnow 
remarked: 'when I think of the arts in New Zealand I think first of Lilburn's music, Caxton 
printing, Rita Cook's Otago landscapes'. Allen Curnow and Ngaio Marsh, 'A Dialogue by Way 
of Introduction', Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 1 (1945), p. 7. Like Landfall, the Year 
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feature on Angus, the annual' s central value was the simple fact that it was 

willing to allow the artist to speak for herself and to choose the paintings that 

would represent her. While she had been typecast as a painter of the New 

Zealand landscape, the Year Book permitted Angus to emphasise not only the 

range of her work but also, through the choice of very recent paintings, she was 

able to showcase the contemporaneity of her practice. The annual's deferential 

respect for the artist was also displayed in Harold Wadman' s preface to the 

Angus profile. He wrote: 

The self-portrait above is by Rita Angus. It is in the style that this 
artist has made well-known in our exhibitions under the name of Rita 
Cook. With the change in her signature goes an interesting 
development in her work; she is now engaged on large symbolic 
paintings which will be a more direct expression of her deep and gentle 
personal philosophy. We hope nevertheless that her highly 
characteristic portraiture will continue.37 

This is entirely typical of the Year Book's attitude towards artists: while 

Wadman might 'hope' that Angus would sustain her characteristic approach, his 

introduction demonstrates a willingness to recognise that a shift in direction, 

style or emphasis might also be of considerable interest. Either way, the 

Editor's remarks do not take on a prescriptive role; creative control remained 

the prerogative of the artist. His introduction endeavours to engage with her 

artworks in the terms that she proposed. Part of the attraction and value of the 

Year Book, then, was that it was neither critical nor prescriptive; instead it 

remained deferential and supportive. 

As well as publishing a profile that supplanted Brasch's analysis, Angus 

also challenged the poet and editor in the private sphere. In November 1947, 

eight months after he had criticised her in Landfall, she wrote to Brasch: 

To tell you you wrote ofmy work in your [Landfal[J article, 'Arts Year 
Book', March 1947, before you saw my paintings at Clifton. I have 
shown you much of my work since your printed words and, to me, 
there is sufficient justice. I've no further interest in those words of 
yours - this leaves me my freedom. 38 

Book also stood for cultural interdisciplinarity and fraternity, to the extent that it included a 
selection of poetry and some coverage of subjects ranging from theatre to architecture. 
However, the Year Book tended to focus on describing or documenting the text or work in 
question, rather than analysing it. 
37 Harold Wadman, 'Rita Angus', Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 3 (1947), p. 67. 
38 Angus, to Brasch, 9 November 1947, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
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Although Angus may not have made her Year Book statement for the sole 

purpose of refuting Brasch' s interpretation, the content and timing of this letter 

implies it was at least a major motivation. Certainly the artist was rarely content 

to let a negative verdict go unchallenged; the opinions expressed in her letter to 

Brasch mark the beginning of an increasingly fraught sequence of private 

protests about the representation of her work. Yet the protests themselves are 

always ambiguous. In response to Brasch, for instance, the artist does not 

appear to have taken the content of his criticism seriously; her retort implies that 

his claim was predicated on an unequivocal error of fact which had been 

remedied by a studio visit. However her need to challenge him, to bring him 

round to her point of view ( or at least to invite him to her studio to acquaint him 

with the parameters of her practice), and her inference that his comments still 

lingered many months after the fact, signal that she had taken his criticism to 

heart. Though the artist may not have intended to give such an impression, the 

letter implies that she was vulnerable to such an extent that hostile assessments 

of her project threatened her ability to work. This threat was sufficiently real to 

Angus that she needed to reclaim her freedom by fighting against it and by 

ensuring that she got the last word. The letter is not part of an exchange 

between critic and artist so much as it is a notification that the matter is now 

resolved. Nominally the letter is for its recipient, but its claims are really for 

Angus: she experienced this criticism as restrictive and inhibiting, and so her 

way out was to construct a resolution of which she alone was the author and 

judge. 

While this strategy might have enabled the artist to regain her sense of 

freedom, the reconciliation was undone in the wake of the aforementioned 

Fairburn review of The Group show of 1947, where the artist's work was 

characterised as borrowing from Bensemann' s and as lacking in innovation. 

Again, Angus embarked on a campaign to challenge Fairbum's criticism in both 

the public and private spheres. First, as part of an exhibition planned for The 

Coffee Pot, a Christchurch cafe frequented by local writers and artists, she 

composed a wall label disclaimer denying that her work reflected Bensemann's 

influence. Angus's label insisted: 

The dolls in the background of the Portrait of the two children are the 
'ancestors' in paint of her painting, the Sun Goddess. The dolls were 
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painted before she saw the work of Leo Bensemann, and his painting, 
St Francis, was painted before he saw her work. (See Landfall, March 
1948, p. 49).39 

The double portrait in question here was Angus's Fay and Jane Birkinshaw. 

[fig. 14] Posing the Sun Goddess (1947-1949) [fig. 18] as a descendant of the 

dolls in the 193 7-193 8 Birkinshaw picture is a strange proposition, but the 

motive and virtue of this genealogical link was that it preceded Bensemann's 

imaginative and eccentric paintings of saints from 193 8 - paintings that 

evidence some obvious affinities with Angus's Goddess series. 

In addition to this strategy, Angus wrote to Landfall's editor and its 

publishers, Denis Glover and Leo Bensemann, of Caxton Press: 

Dear Sirs, 
Enclosed please find 10/- the cost for March 1948 no. of 

Landfall, and the next copy. 
I wish to cease my subscription from June of 1948, and I do so 

reluctantly. But as a continuing painter I wish to break and be free of 
what seems to me to be becoming a [ ... ] 'tradition' in Landfall 
regarding myself and my work. I have given the matter considerable 
thought, for contributors to Landfall are paid, and this is noble. I 
shall try and counteract the loss of my subscription to Landfall by 
encouraging another to subscribe who is not likely to be criticised 
personally. (Read R.H. Wilenski's study of art, the chapter including 
professional art critics, and especially page 174). As Landfall is an 
accepted Quarterly more in the nature of literary criticism, the Editor 
or appointed Editors, may become aware of the possibilities of 
another or further publications as being an encouragement and 
necessary outlet to meet the growing strong creative vitality in the arts 
that is throughout this country.40 

As it had in the preceding year, the painter's acute sensitivity to adverse 

criticism is very much in evidence here, and, again, we encounter her need to 

resolve the issue by formulating her own resolution, establishing herself as its 

author, and acting accordingly to create closure. The paramount concern for the 

artist was to restore and maintain her sense of freedom. 

That Angus found the Landfall criticisms so objectionable and troubling has 

much to do with the fact that the artwriting she was accustomed to had come 

from the Christchurch newspapers. As we saw in the previous chapter, the 

critics were usually practising artists, art teachers, or people who were part of 

39 Rita Angus, 'Exhibition of Paintings by Rita Angus at the Coffee Pot' [undated wall label] 
HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
40 Angus, to Landfall, 19 April 1948, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
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the local arts community; reviewers such as Professor James Shelley and 

Francis Shurrock, for instance, both taught at the Canterbury College School of 

Art. Consequently art criticism tended to be framed according to the standards 

and principles advocated by the School. Thus, it was the kind of criticism most 

exhibitors had originally learnt by and were accustomed to. In essence, the 

newspapers represented a kind of annual peer review. By contrast, the Landfall 

critics were not only separate from this community, but they also rejected its 

premises, practices and philosophy. Thus, Angus's reaction needs to be 

understood as a response to a notable paradigm shift in both artwriting and 

cultural authority. 

While the artist terminated her subscription to Landfall in June 1948, her 

tendency to mull over adverse criticism won out over her declaration that the 

matter was resolved. In September 1948 she sent her wall label to Fairburn, and 

she also wrote him a letter: 

I'm writing to thank you for your share in the Lee-Fairburn
Musgrove-Duggan discussion, 'Should the State Patronise Literature.' 
I am under private contract to paint and this broadcast helped to 
restore my health which was affected through your article: 'Some 
notes on the Group Show', March 1948, No. of Landfall. 

Following this discussion I cancelled my berth for overseas 
indefinitely, and I've begun as a private individual again at Clifton in 
peace and kindliness. I discover that I am continuing to 'niggle' in 
the tradition of the early pioneers of New Zealand landscape and 
painting 'maps of people'. (The English, Flemish medieval, the 
Orientals, and some of the modem French, Italian, Mexican, and 
Indian paint maps of people.) 

I paint colour as a woman sees and hears, I have inherited colour 
hearing. 

I read your article in the Listener with interest and I've sent a 
letter suggesting what might be done, in reply to Guy Marriner's 
words, for the keen young musicians and artists.41 

Again, Angus's letter is complex, eccentric and erratic. By appropriating the 

specific terms and phrases Fairburn had used in his critique of her work, she 

veers between parody and a more serious attempt to reconfigure what it might 

mean to 'niggle' or to paint 'maps of people'. As with her retort to Brasch, the 

assertiveness, defiance and dismissiveness in evidence here is undercut by her 

need to challenge Fairburn, and particularly her need for him to know that she 

41 Angus, to A. R. D. Fairburn, 25 September 1948, ATL, A. R. D. Fairburn: MS-Papers-1128-
104. 



113 
had been dramatically affected by his comments. Indeed, Angus's testimonial 

as to the weighty consequences of the critic's statements is quite extraordinary: 

according to her letter, a bad review had been seriously detrimental to her 

health, while a stimulating talk had restored and invigorated her, and it had even 

changed her decision about leaving the country. While Angus seems to reject 

Fairburn's authority, she makes precisely the opposite point by signalling that 

his writing had a profound impact on her life and career. 

Just as the literati's criticism of Angus was always about something more 

than their doubts about her art, we can also see that her protest correspondence 

was always about something more than the representation of her own work. Her 

letter to Fairburn in 1948, for instance, was also focused on state patronage of 

the arts - an issue of common interest to various sectors of local culture.42 In 

another sense, too, Angus's protests were always concerned with more than the 

appraisal of her painting; for her the larger issue was the literati's increasing 

involvement with artworld affairs. Thus she consistently fought for the rights of 

her colleagues and her community. During 'The Pleasure Garden Incident', for 

instance, a heated debate over the stalled accession of a Frances Hodgkins 

painting intended for the Robert McDougall Art Gallery, she wrote to Brasch: 

It is with profound sadness that I've learnt recently that you began the 
rejection of one of the six paintings of Frances Hodgkins, by telling a 
member of the Arts Council that they were not her best work, when 
you are not a painter. [ ... ] I hope you will not again frustrate painting 
through ignorance, not only for paintings, but for you as a poet, and the 
mental health of the community as a whole.43 

There is no evidence to suggest that Brasch was anything other than whole

hearted in his support for Frances Hodgkins' s paintings. 44 Yet, whether she was 

right or wrong, what is apparent here is that Angus was a fervent advocate of 

42 The issue of state patronage of the arts was vigorously contested in the public domain during 
this period. I will give further attention to this debate in Chapter Six. 
43 Angus, to Brasch, 18 January 1949, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
44 Throughout 'The Pleasure Garden Incident' Brasch's Landfall repeatedly voiced support for 
the artist and for the acquisition of this work. Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism', p. 10. Brasch 
also bought a number ofHodgkins's paintings. Max Broadbent, 'Charles Brasch: Collector and 
Patron', in Enduring Legacy: Charles Brasch: Patron, Poet and Collector, Donald Kerr, ed., 
(Dunedin: University of Otago Press, University of Otago Library, 2003), p. 22. In 1954 in a 
review, he referred to the Frances Hodgkins exhibition at the ACAG as 'the most important 
exhibition of painting ever to have been held in New Zealand.' Charles Brasch, 'Frances 
Hodgkins in Auckland', Landfall, 31 (September 1954), p. 209. 



114 
artworld autonomy.45 

Another conflict between Landfall and Angus erupted in 1961, when 

Frederick Page wrote a short article on the artist, and then informed her that 

Brasch was about to publish it. Angus wrote to Brasch: 

At the close of my exhibition Prof. F. Page told me that he had 
written up my work for Landfall. I was sorry to hear this, Fred is a 
layman to a painter. He told me he thought my self-portrait (oil) 
should be purchased by the National Art Gallery. This is no one's 
concern. The work was exhibited N. F. S. and remains N. F. S. and is 
not available. There was no catalogue and I keep my labels, etc., used 
in the exhibition. As a painter I have a right to retain my own works 
for further work. Also, for health reasons, I have no wish to be used 
in pressures in art politics with the National Art Gallery (I am a 
member of the NZ Academy of Fine Arts, Wellington) or in any 
pressures. 

I am sorry Fred did not refuse to write up my exhibition and put 
his time to music. I am not a concert pianist. Also that you required 
this of him when your work is poetry and music. My exhibition was 
painting and drawing[,] to be seen as a painter that is enough. There 
was no 'build-up' in words, but newspaper write ups during the 
exhibition and after. I had put advertisements in the newspapers, 
which, to me, is fair. As a painter, it is not my wish to have my 
exhibition written up in Landfall and the exhibition is over, now, it is 
paint that matters to me, not words. 

I was not told until the last even of the show re Landfall. That 
was not good enough. I am adult status by law. I am not happy about 
things as they are at present.46 

In spite of this vehement protest, the artist was never given an opportunity to 

read a draft of Page's essay. Her only form of control was to refuse Brasch's 

request for permission to reproduce one of her self-portraits in Landfall.47 

When Angus finally saw the article she continued to voice her objections, 

underlining the extent to which she found this text troublesome, invasive, and 

unjust.48 In this torrent of words she conjured up a plethora of arguments in 

support of her case: that Page was not a qualified or competent critic of art, that 

his time would be better spent in his own area of expertise, that he would 

misrepresent her intentions, that it was disrespectful, unethical and immoral to 

45 Angus made a similar point again in 1961 when she wrote to Brasch: 'I cannot have 
confidence in yourself and Dr. J. C. Beaglehole, as laymen (or any laymen) on the Visual Arts 
Committee, when the arts should be self governing in a democratic country. It is a loss to your 
work as well.' Angus, to Brasch, 4 August 1961, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
46 Angus, to Brasch, 7 August 1961, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
47 Angus, to Brasch, 4 August 1961, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 

_ 4
8_Page_, 'Rita Angus',pp. 264-265. Inrelatio_n to thi_s_essax,four ofAng1.1s's l~tters to_l3rctsch (4 

August 1961; 7 August 1961; 10 October 1961; 17 October 1961) remain in the Brasch Archive. 
See: HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
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go against her wishes, that her work had already had sufficient exposure from 

the exhibition, that she only wished her works to be seen and not to be written 

about, that it was an infringement of her right to self-determination, and that she 

needed protection from anything that was upsetting because her health and well

being were precarious. 

A close reading of her letter to Brasch in 1961 brings into focus another 

dimension of Angus's battle with the writers, poets and critics: her complex, 

ambivalent, and even contradictory relationship with words. The major 

contradiction of her case is that she claimed Page's words did not matter but her 

protest makes precisely the opposite point: his words were so troubling to her 

that she needed to challenge them and undo their power. A further contradiction 

here is that while the artist insisted words were not important, she needed them 

to say so. In fact, Angus was a seasoned drafter of letters; although she didn't 

always send them, she used the letter-writing process as a means by which she 

could rationalise, explain and justify her identity and actions. According to her 

brother-in-law, Fred Jones: 'Passages in her letters, even to some who were sure 

they understood her, read like mini-manifestos. '49 Yet, even though she found 

words a necessary and useful vehicle for articulating and clarifying her own 

position, there is no disputing her deep-seated mistrust of language. This 

mistrust is evident not only in her habit of writing numerous drafts of her letters, 

but also in her tendency to repeat and rephrase specific claims and ideas, as if to 

suggest that she never trusted that words would convey the depth, intensity and 

logic of her arguments. To some extent, Angus was right; her practice of 

restating and reiterating ideas often clouds her message. The more strident 

letters are also awkward and stilted in the expression of concepts, often the 

grammar is poor, and the paragraph divisions are arbitrary and illogical. These 

minor but persistent infringements of good literary style constitute a kind of 

performative expression of the frustrations and anger that her protest letters 

communicate. They also serve to make it easier to understand why Angus 

experienced Landfall's more urbane artwriting as a form of disenfranchisement: 

it created interpretation and shaped meaning in a mode that she was not able to 

49 Jones, 'Private Individual', p. 23. 
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use to her best advantage. 50 

Even as Angus's relations with the Landfall critics became increasingly 

fraught and frosty, the first conclusion to emerge from the preceding shards and 

fragments of evidence is that a number of influential writers, poets and 

academics perceived her as an important artist during the 1940s, 1950s and 

1960s, and, moreover, they were eager to promote her in the public domain. In 

spite of their strained relationship and the likelihood of a curt refusal, Brasch, 

for instance, repeatedly approached the artist for permission to reproduce her 

paintings in Landfall, he continued to show an interest in her practice and he 

also bought a number of her works. 51 Page held her work in the highest 

esteem.52 Summers and Glover, too, were enduring admirers of her art.53 

In the light of these circumstances, the conventional account of Angus's 

career needs to be revised. Tomory, and a number of more recent 

commentators, have argued that from the late 1940s onwards the artist fell out 

of favour and fashion because she was an image maker and not a literary 

painter, but this misrepresents the critical dynamics that shaped Angus's public 

profile. Angus was never a neglected figure, and the literati were by no means 

blind to her work. What has generally been viewed as the critical neglect and 

misapprehension of her project was, in fact, partly a product of the artist's 

increasingly entrenched resistance to the Landfall-aligned artwriters who came 

to prominence during the 1940s and dominance during the 1950s. The problem 

was that Angus refused to accept these writers as legitimate commentators, not 

only because they were not artists themselves, but also because she could not 

accept the terms and conditions under which they were willing to interpret and 

endorse her paintings. Instead of acquiescing to the critics or ignoring them, she 

challenged and discouraged them: first, by articulating her objections and 

50 Her mistrust of language was perhaps also connected to the fact that she often felt wounded 
by the words of others and so she came to treat language with intense suspicion. 
51 Broadbent, p. 22. 
52 Page wrote about Angus on a number of occasions. His articles included: Page, 'Rita Angus', 
pp. 264-265; Page, 'Personal Memory', p. 11; Page, 'Impressions', pp. 17-18. In one article 
Page fondly recalled: 'I first came across the work of Rita Angus in Christchurch about 1930 - a 
painting I can bring back to my mind's eye forty years later, a painting of a little hill at Waikari 
in North Canterbury. [ ... ] Rita's cool eye turned toward those hills at Waikari was already 
independent. She was setting down what she saw without any School-of-Art notions of what 
she should see. In the 'thirties Rita painted some remarkable landscapes in the Canterbury back 
country around Springfield, Cass and Castle Hill. They were something new in New Zealand 
painting'. Page, 'Impressions', p. 17. 
53 Glover, Summers, 'Impressions', pp. 14-16. 
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distress through a sequence of private letters; and second, by constructing 

alternatives to their claims in the public domain. It is clear, then, that Angus 

was an active and significant force in the modelling of her public profile. 

Contrary to art historical mythology, her marginalisation was partly a 

consequence of her own behaviour. 

It is also apparent that the tension between Angus and the literati was not 

only driven by conflicting appraisals of the artist's work, it was also bound up 

with two divergent visions as to how the local arts scene should operate. 

Figures such as Brasch, Fairburn and Page, used Landfall to call for a 

reconfiguration of the New Zealand artworld. They began to question the 

organisations that embraced the principles of self-determination, self-regulation 

and inclusiveness. They felt that critics and editors should offer salutary 

regulative criticism. As an artist who had lived and prospered in the hitherto 

relatively autonomous artworld, Angus found these recommendations deeply 

disconcerting. She could see no need for the creation of an elite canon of local 

artists, and she was categorically opposed to the prospect of non-artists 

involving themselves in artworld affairs. To her, this represented a challenge 

and a threat to the agency, autonomy and creative freedom of New Zealand 

artists. 

[III] We tried, but were refused 

One of the striking features of the Landfall group's attitude towards Angus is 

that even though they often argued that she was headed in the wrong direction, 

or that she had lost her way, most nonetheless believed that she was a major 

talent. Indeed, their admiration for her earlier works, and particularly the 

Canterbury landscapes, incited them to intervene in her practice in the hope of 

re-routing it into the prescribed Nationalist idiom. Yet, while the literati treated 

her as a valuable talent gone astray, she could see no talent or value in their 

reviews. She insisted on following her own path: as well as disregarding their 

advice, Angus continually challenged the Landfall writers through her letters of 

protest, often insisting that they were not qualified to write about art. Not only 

did her opposition serve to limit her public profile, it also had a profound impact 

on her posthumous modelling as an artist. For in the years after her death, a 
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number of writers and poets presented her refusals and rebukes as evidence of 

her failing judgement and precarious mental health. 

In the wake of the artist's death in 1970, Page wrote an elegant and 

poignant eulogy for Angus. While he professed to a lifelong admiration for her 

work, he also acknowledged that their association was not always cordial. 54 In 

197 6 he published a more candid and elaborate version of this text; alongside a 

handful of tributes to the artist in Art New Zealand, Page discussed his 

involvement with Angus, and was considerably more forthcoming about the 

chain of events that caused her animosity toward him: 

From what cause I do not know, ill-health overtook her, at times 
involving a painful withdrawal from the world. [ ... ] She then came to 
Wellington, to Sydney Street, to a hidden house with a magnolia tree, 
one of those places that could tum up in a story by Walter de la Mare 
or Alain Fournier. There was a touch of magic about it, mystery 
even. [ ... ] 

A strange painting from recent years had its beginnings in visits 
she had to make to Wellington public hospital. Again there was her 
flat statement of our comical little Wellington buildings, a bus 
driver's steering wheel, and an odd sense of something askew? 
Menacing? One doesn't know how to put it. The painting was sent to 
the New Zealand Academy of Arts for showing, and believe it or not, 
was rejected. Their standards were so high that not even Rita 
Angus's name permitted the entry of a difficult painting. [ ... ] 

I had been deputed as one of a small committee to call on Rita, to 
ask her whether she would consent to having some of her paintings 
shown in London at an exhibition of contemporary painting. I kept 
putting this off: but on my way home one dark wintry evening (it had 
been raining) I made my way up the dark rain-sodden path past the 
magnolia tree to the Sydney Street house. All was in darkness. What 
a relief! She wasn't in, and I was not sure how I'd be received, but I 
had to knock. A light appeared somewhere as though of a candle; the 
door opened an inch or two; Rita, more than ever like a De La Tour 
figure, stood framed. Long pause ... then 'come in.' I was sat down, 
the air was absolutely still, I explained my mission; by luck (mine, 
not Rita's) I had come on the day she had received that rejection from 
the Academy. Somehow all went well: she showed me the 
beginnings of a lively Island Bay landscape, and a marvellous one of 
a family. She was happy to send work to London, and the London 
show duly appeared. Then the blow fell. A long letter came to me 
from Rita. A work of hers had been reproduced in the London Times 
without her permission; it was a travesty: who did I think I was that I 
should allow all principles of decency to be betrayed? I was odious, I 
knew nothing of painting, I was just a clever fidget. The letter, a long 
one, was venomous, and I did the best thing, dropped it in the fire; 
and what with varying circumstances we did not immediately meet 
again. I was comforted by two friends who asked me if I had 

54 Page, 'Personal Memory,' pp. 11-12. 
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received a letter from Rita. 'Don't worry: we've all had them at one 
stage or another.' As in her portraiture, her landscapes even, Rita let 
no-one off. Her knife-edge sharpness was part of her and in this 
episode she was genuinely upset and I happened to be there to be shot 

55 down. 
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For all of its detail and proximity, the effect of this passage is not, as one might 

expect of a biographically-based reminiscence, to bring Angus closer to us; on 

the contrary, Page deploys a number of strategies that encourage us to see the 

artist as remote, distant, and otherworldly. This process begins with his thinly 

veiled allusion to her mental breakdown, which, he claims, brought with it a 

physical retreat; yet by stopping short of a full disclosure (the illness is 

unspecified and its cause remains mysterious) he is able to make her a slightly 

strange and enigmatic figure. The themes of difference and distance are 

developed further when Angus moves to Wellington, where Page himself 

resided. Even though this brings the artist into geographical proximity with the 

author, and even though he knows exactly where she lives, he nonetheless 

pushes Angus away, insisting that her house is hidden, mysterious and strange; 

she lives in a world akin to foreign fiction of the past, while he lives a quotidian 

life of the present. Distance and difference also inflect Page's interpretation of 

the artist's painting - Journey, Wellington (1962) [fig. 12] is offered as a strange 

and unsettling work. His confession of an interpretative impasse here may seem 

a little strange, but this concession performs an important function: in the 

overall context of the discussion we are cued to read the work's strangeness and 

indecipherability ('an odd sense of something askew? Menacing? One doesn't 

know how to put it') as pictorial equivalents to Angus's personality. 

Page's anecdotes carefully prime us for the text's decisive encounter: a face 

to face meeting with the artist herself. On the threshold of this rendezvous, as 

we wait in anticipation, the author keeps the narrative firmly trained on himself: 

he conjures up an elaborate mise en scene of a dark, stormy evening, an 

environmental corollary to his state of apprehension and anxiety. When Angus 

finally opens the door our introduction is mediated by way of art ('Rita, more 

than ever like a De La Tour figure, stood framed'); again, the artist is presented 

as belonging more to a world of fiction than one of reality. At first this lengthy 

55 Page, 'Impressions', pp. 17-18. 
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build-up to the meeting reads as an anti-climax: not only does his trepidation 

appear unfounded, his visit comes as a timely offer of empathy, support, and 

kindness in the wake of Angus's rejection from the Academy. Ultimately 

though the narrator's initial misgivings are confirmed: upon learning of an 

infringement of her copyright, the irrational and hysterical figure that Page's 

story has prepared us for is unleashed. This impression is accentuated when her 

protests are contrasted with his pacifism: he is forgiving, understanding, and 

capable of turning the other cheek, but the artist cannot. Page's reference to 

burning Angus's letter of complaint foreshadows the underlying 

recommendation of his article: that while we might come across evidence of this 

sort it should be incinerated. He encourages us to dispense with Angus's 

outbursts because these are trivial ephemera - the paintings are what count. 

Page carefully presents himself as a well-intentioned supporter who fell 

victim to a tirade by the irrational and unpredictable artist, but it could be 

argued that he stacks the evidence to sustain this image. What his article does 

not mention is the trouble between him and Angus that arose as a result of his 

unauthorised Landfall article from 1961. On this occasion, too, he was 

undoubtedly endeavouring to support and promote the artist but, nonetheless, 

his essay caused her considerable offence. In the light of this fracas, it is easy to 

understand why Page was so apprehensive and anxious about visiting the artist 

in 1964. As he was well aware, Angus had every reason to mistrust him. It is 

also easy enough to see why the artist reacted with such anger when, once again, 

her permission was not sought for the reproduction of her painting. In this 

instance, the experience of disenfranchisement and violation was even worse, 

not only because the artist had let her guard down, but also because when the 

Times reproduced her work without authorisation this violated her copyright -

one of the few legally enshrined protections available to her. 

The sheer labour of Page's account also suggests that the logic of his 

argument and actions is not at all self-evident or secure. Certainly, his position 

on Angus is conflicted, for even as he proffers a wealth of evidence suggesting 

she was irrational, unreasonable and mentally unstable, he also presents her as a 

wise, insightful and perceptive artist. While he may have the eulogiser's 

privilege of getting the last word, the ghost of Angus haunts his narrative. 

Page was by no means the only Landfall-aligned figure who wrote a eulogy 
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about Angus, nor was he the only person whom she appears to have haunted. In 

many respects, Denis Glover's testimonial in the Art New Zealand feature on 

the artist echoes Page's experience. Like Page, Glover first encountered Angus 

in paint. He too was dazzled by her ability to 'impose order and clarity and 

immense discipline on what she saw', and he was also struck by the absence of 

'emotional overtones' in her work.56 The poet became Angus's friend in the 

1930s and also her neighbour at Clifton in the 1940s. Of this period he recalled: 

she had a bad breakdown and - how shall I put it? - became very 
mysterious and mystical. [ ... ] I saw little of her in Wellington, where 
instinct told me she wanted solitude. 

Rita Angus: an idol and friend of my youth, a corrector of my 
. 1 1 . d 57 ignorance, a ater puzz e to my mm . 

Another person who, in the wake of Angus's death, wrote about her work, and 

about the straining of their association in the wake of her breakdown, was the 

literati-aligned painter, Colin McCahon. In the early 1970s he composed a 

sequence of poems paying tribute to the artist and acknowledging the value of 

her work. 

Kindness too to paint 
too late now 
I've [n]ever said it but have thanked you 
for that light air in your painting 
now around us. 58 

In a further poem, 'Clifton: Later', McCahon dealt with Angus's failing health 

and its effect on their association during the late 1940s. 

Sadness holds our hands 
And you are ill. 
Your sickness brings the two 
Johns and I together on bicycles 
to Clifton. 

We tried, but were refused. 
Rita in the Square 
bemused. 59 

56 Glover, 'Impressions', p. 15. 
57 Glover, 'Impressions', pp. 15-16. 
58 Colin McCahon, Rita: Seven Poems by Colin McCahon (Auckland: The Holloway Press, 
2001 ), unpaginated. 
59 McCahon, Rita, unpaginated. 
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As the poem suggests, in the late 1940s he and the two Johns, the poets John 

Caselberg and John Summers, recognised that Angus was seriously unwell but 

she spumed their attempted intervention. 60 Again, we are reminded of the 

extent to which Angus was surrounded by writers and poets who sincerely 

admired her work, and who acted in what they perceived to be the artist's best 

interests. In the 1970s they came forward to testify that during and after her 

breakdown relations soured, and she turned on her former friends and rejected 

their well-intentioned offers of support. As McCahon put it, 'We tried, but were 

refused. ' 61 

While Angus's broken friendships and her history of mental illness have 

come to loom large in the posthumous modelling of the artist, it is also possible 

to read her acts of resistance towards the literati in other terms. 62 As we have 

already established, her reactions can be understood, first, as a response to 

specific criticisms of her work and, second, as an effect of a challenge to the 

artworld she knew and found congenial. Now, I intend to pursue a further 

interpretation of her retorts: that, along with the paranoia and confusion, there 

are also elements of a coherent theoretical position in her arguments, and this 

demands sustained analysis. 

60 As Peter Simpson remarked of McCahon's Rita poems: 'There is a recurrent theme of loss 
and survival in these poems; loss of health, sanity, friendship, life; survival of love, beauty, art, 
memory.' Peter Simpson, 'Afterword and Notes', Rita: Seven Poems by Colin McCahon, 
unpaginated. 
61 McCahon's correspondence with Brasch in the late 1940s makes some mention of the tension 
between Angus and the Landfall writers, and it also serves to indicate that Angus attempted to 
enlist McCahon as a supporter for her cause. In one of his letters to Brasch, McCahon reflected: 
' "Art" spreads a wicked web about people. "Art" the grand old "art". The real thing doesn't 
involve persons - instead of enslaving it gives freedom. Art should just be without all this 
consciousness. Count me out. Everyone would involve me in something. As one artist for 
another, I apologise for Rita, or should I.' Colin McCahon, to Charles Brasch, undated [January 
1949], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
62 In arguing that reason can be found in Angus's actions I do not mean to refute the claims that 
the artist was unpredictable, suspicious, and sometimes irrational to the point of incoherence. 
Angus had mental health problems during the 1940s and in 1949 she was committed to 
institutional psychiatric care, which included electro-shock therapy. She was not released until 
1950. Even Paul, the artist's most thorough and empathetic biographer, expressed serious 
reservations about Angus's ability to make rational judgements. According to Paul: 'Illness 
and subsequent treatment had altered her physically - certainly she had been made to eat - and 
changed her in other ways: deepened her reserve, made her suspicious of people's intentions and 
quick to reprimand them for any real, or imagined, fault.' Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 26. 
That she could be difficult and unreasonable is well attested by many of her friends and 
associates; what interests me about this circumstance is the way in which it impacts on the 
representation of the artist and the responses to _her project. 
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[IV] Angus and Wilenski 

In 1948 in one of her aforementioned protest letters to Landfall Angus 

recommended that the editors and contributors should 'read R. H. Wilenski' s 

study of art, the chapter including professional art critics'. 63 While Brasch and 

his collaborators appear to have paid no attention to this comment, it provides a 

useful cue for understanding and interpreting her views on the role of the art 

critic, her concept of artwriting, and also her model for herself as an artist. 

Angus's advocacy of Wilenski is hardly to be wondered at; during her time 

at the Canterbury College School of Art this author's books were readily 

available and much of his work, including The Modern Movement in Art (1927), 

An Introduction to Dutch Art (1929), and An Outline of French Painting (1932), 

dealt with areas of special interest to her. 64 Without the originals, this 

generation of New Zealand students relied heavily on such writings for an 

understanding of European art. Wilenski' s ideas were also very popular in 

Angus's social milieu during her formative years as an artist. In a review of the 

New Zealand Society of Artists exhibition of 1934, for instance, Page made a 

remark in Art in New Zealand about the 'newer style of criticism such as 

Wilenski offers on painting and sculpture.' 65 He also observed that 'Wilenski 

has his faithful followers in Christchurch,' 66 though his text makes it quite clear 

that he was not an adherent. Among the Christchurch faithful was Angus's 

husband, Alfred Cook; according to Angus's younger sister, Jean Jones, when 

she lived with Alfred and Rita in 1934 'Alfred would quote Wilenski at the 

breakfast table. ' 67 Angus, no doubt, shared this exposure. Her citation of a 

page reference for Brasch indicates that in 194 7 she still had Wilenski close at 

hand and, moreover, that she was comfortable with the notion that this writer 

represented the essence of her philosophy on the critic's role. 

63 Angus, to Brasch, 19 April 1948, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
64 The Modern Movement in Art (London: Faber and Gwyer, 1927); An Introduction to Dutch 
Art (New York: Frederick A. Stokes, 1929); An Outline of French Painting (London: Faber, 
1932). At least three copies of The Modern Movement in Art were accessioned into the 
Canterbury College School of Art. 
65 Frederick Page, 'N. Z. Society of Artists Exhibition', Art in New Zealand, 7:2 (December 
1934), p. 87. 
66 Page, 'N. Z. Society', p. 87. 
67 Jean Jones, quoted in Jones, 'Private Individual', p. 22. 



124 
Wilenski's theory, which is elaborated most explicitly in The Modern 

Movement in Art, was partly designed as a vociferous and explicit attack on the 

style of art criticism promulgated by Roger Fry and Clive Bell. Wilenski was 

particularly sceptical about Bell's conviction that works should be defined as art 

on the basis of a critic's emotional reaction. 68 In his view, this method was 

unreliable because great or original art often requires sustained acquaintance 

before its greatness and originality become fully apparent and, furthermore, in 

the presence of a truly major new work critical failure was almost inevitable. 69 

Instantaneous or even contemporary critical reactions to new works of art were, 

therefore, of limited value. Beyond his contempt for the style and rhetoric of 

Bell's writing, which he described as 'egotistical', 'hyperbolic' and 

'hysterical' ,70 Wilenski's most damning criticism of this position was that it was 

caught in a cycle of endless self-reflexivity. As he argued: 'The critic whose 

method consists in describing the character of his own pleasure or displeasure 

when confronted with particular works of art is describing not those works but 

certain aspects of his own psychological constitution.' 71 As an alternative to 

this approach, he claimed the only artwriter who could legitimately make 

insightful claims about an artwork was the person who attempted to discover the 

'attitude, motives and procedure of the artist.' 72 In effect, he advocated that 

artwriters should focus on biography and description of the artist's intentions. 

Yet, even as he argued that the insights of critics were extraneous to the creative 

process, Wilenski was most certainly not willing to let go of the idea that 

artworks should be exempt from rigorous critical judgement; on the contrary, he 

stressed that artists needed to take on this role with the utmost vigilance: 

My first conviction is that, in the case of an original work of art, no 
reaction on the part of the spectator can constitute a criterion of the 
work's value, because a work of this character is the secret 
communication by the artist to himself of an enlargement of his own 
experience; so that the artist alone can be the perfect judge of the 
extent to which his work is or is not the perfect fulfilment of his 
purpose. My second conviction is that, when an original work of art 

68 Wilenski, Modern Movement, pp. 169-170. 
69 Wilenski, Modern Movement, p. 173. 
70 Wilenski, Modern Movement, pp. 169-170. 
71 Wilenski, Modern Movement, xvi. 
72 As Wilenski put it: 'The only critic who can tell us anything about a work of art is the man 
who has discovered the attitude, motives and procedure of the artist; and that discovery I hold to 
be the function of artistic criticism.' Wilenski, Modern Movement, xvi. 



has been honestly and competently passed by the artist as right, it has 
for that reason an intrinsic value which can never be altered by any 
reactions on the part of other spectators. My third conviction is that the 
value acquired by original works of art from the appreciation given to 
them by spectators (other than the artist) is another kind of value which 
must be distinguished from the work's intrinsic value.73 
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As is readily apparent in this passage, Wilenski's theory was couched m a 

strictly ordered scheme where the artist's decisions were what counted. 

Angus's attitudes toward the literati make a great deal of sense if they are 

linked with Wilenski. This theorist was particularly antagonistic toward 

prescriptive, judgmental, and haughty criticism; and certainly, in the late 1940s 

and throughout the 1950s, these characteristics permeate much of the 

commentary on art that Landfall published. Fairburn's review of the 1947 

retrospective of The Group, for instance, where he declared that Angus had 

failed to 'break out of whatever it is that has been confining her', discerned 'a 

tendency to niggle in her landscapes', and concluded that 'her talent is being 

starved' ,74 is the antithesis of a Wilenskian vision of the critic as a figure 

responsible for identifying the artist's intentions and beliefs. Writing in 1961, 

the comparatively restrained and encouraging Page did at least endeavour to 

capture some sense of Angus's attitude. He claimed: 

Like the Chinese she paints not so much the thing in front of her, 
though she starts from there, as the essence of the thing. Is it possible 
that we in New Zealand are more Chinese than we know? In 
Wellington this kind of painting, quiet, muted, calm, does not go down 
at all.75 

Yet, according to Angus, even this playful proposition overstepped the mark; as 

she put it in a letter to Brasch: 'My paternal grandparents were born in Scotland. 

I haven't been to China.'76 In other words, she needed to repudiate this 

comment because it reached beyond a literal and authorised version of the facts, 

straying instead into the realm of creative association. Indeed, from a 

Wilenskian perspective, everything the Landfall writers ever published about 

Angus was misguided because it failed to address her 'attitude, motives and 

procedure.' 77 

73 Wilenski, Modern Movement, xi-xii. 
74 Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', p. 48. 
75 Page, 'Rita Angus', p. 265. 
76 Angus, to Brasch, 6 October 1961, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
77 Wilenski, Modern Movement, xvi. 
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Angus's commitment to Wilenski was made to manifest not only through 

specific protests about how Landfall represented her, but also through her 

categorical distaste for art criticism. Take, for instance, her assertion to Brasch 

that 'to be seen as a painter that is enough [ ... ] it is paint that matters to me, not 

words.' 78 From a Wilenskian perspective, other people's words could not be of 

any use to the artist and thus it was preferable to reject all forms of art criticism; 

she alone was responsible for determining a painting's intrinsic value and, once 

she had 'passed' a work as 'right', what the critics said only addressed the 

extraneous issue of acquired value.79 Yet, as we have already seen, she 

struggled to maintain the kind of distance and indifference that Wilenski 

prescribed. The tone and content of her correspondence to Brasch indicates that 

she found any critique of her project profoundly disconcerting and, moreover, 

her anxieties were exacerbated by the fact that what she viewed as irrelevant 

judgements were nonetheless impugning her own. 'To break and be free', as she 

once put it, she challenged her critics and endeavoured to pre-empt or at least 

limit and control what others said about her work. 80 Although this strategy 

represents a significant deviation from Wilenski's recommendations, it could 

also be argued that this concession enabled her to preserve the spirit of his 

theory. 

Another dimension of Angus's thinking that converges with Wilenski's 

philosophy is her consistent assertion in her letters to Brasch that his reviewing 

was a loss to poetry and that Page's criticism was a loss to music. Like 

Wilenski, Angus could not conceive of artwriting as a form of creativity; instead 

she posed it in absolute opposition to legitimate cultural production. Although 

Wilenski's argument only deals with artists, one of his major points was that the 

creative individual must focus relentlessly on his or her work. 81 To Angus, the 

art criticism that figures such as Brasch, Fairburn, and Page produced was not 

only distinct from their creative activities, it also constituted a violation of 

artistic responsibility and integrity. 

While Angus developed a very Wilenskian aversion to art criticism, this is 

not to say that she rejected all forms of writing about art. As we have already 

78 Angus, to Brasch, 7 August 1961, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
79 Wilenski, Modern Movement, xi-xii. 
80 Angus, to Fairburn, 19 April 1948, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
81 Wilenski, Modern Movement, pp. 172-186. 
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seen, she published an artist's statement in the 194 7 Year Book, and this feature , 

closely corresponds to the template Wilenksi advocated. The structure of this 

statement, which is broken into the sections of 'Methods', 'Aims' and a brief 

biographical introduction, is remarkably akin to Wilenski's favoured conceptual 

categories of procedures, motives and attitudes, as well as his conviction that 

artists were the best source for art historical information. Through her profile 

Angus clearly designates interpretative boundaries, establishing what she views 

as information that is necessary and pertinent to understand her work. 82 It was a 

very Wilenskian approach. 

As well as informing Angus's views about the appropriate functions of 

artwriting, the ideas of Wilenski also permeate her sense of the creative process. 

The theorist argued that original artworks evolved from a rigorous process, 'a 

triple enlargement of experience': first comes a new experience of 'proportion, 

line, balance, recessions and so forth'; second 'comes the enlargement involved 

in the mental synthesis of that experience and in the invention of homogeneous 

formal symbolism'; and then comes the third stage, which 'gives concrete 

existence to the first two enlargements'. 83 Although Angus's characterisation of 

her procedure is not so strictly formulated, the Year Book statement asserted that 

her work developed in distinct phases, and stressed the importance of leaving 

paintings incomplete so that they might 'grow to a further stage.' The 

considerable number of paintings in Angus's estate that were left incomplete 

and abandoned emphasises that her process was incremental and analytical. 

Works such as Untitled (Self-portrait at the Hairdresser's) (c.1936) [fig. 19] 

and Portrait (1943) [fig. 9] had clearly taken a great deal of effort. Her decision 

to leave such paintings unfinished certainly resonates with a Wilenskian 

insistence on the need for artists to act in an intensely critical and reflexive 

fashion. 84 

Angus's lifestyle, too, was designed to accommodate and maintain the 

vigilance and discipline that writers such as Wilenski insisted was essential to 

the creative process. As Janet Paul once put it, Angus was always careful to 

82 Angus, 'Rita Angus', pp. 67-68. 
83 Wilenski, Modern Movement, p. 34. 
84 In some instances, the unfinished works have been accorded a significant place in Angus's 
oeuvre in spite of their lack of finish. Her commitment to this idea is clearly conveyed through 
her characterisation of her 'Methods' in her 1947 Year Book statement. Angus, 'Rita Angus', 
pp. 67-68. 
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'protect the painter in herself.' 85 In the artist's notebooks, a number of entries 

reiterate this concern; one passage reads: 'The true artist believes he has 

something of supreme importance to tell the world [ ... ] he has to stay alone, & 

work alone, & believe fervently. ' 86 This was ultimately the only way in which 

she could be sure that the distinctiveness of her vision and the integrity of her 

judgement as an artist could be preserved. 

A final point of likeness between Angus and Wilenski stems from their 

shared expectation that exposure to original art was likely to bewilder its first 

audience, and even a generation might pass before a truly original work could 

be admired. 87 In 194 7 Angus demonstrated her commitment to this idea when 

she declared that she aimed 'through the devotion of visual art to sow some 

seeds for possible maturity in later generations. ' 88 In other words, she embraced 

the idea that the meaning, value and importance of her project might not be 

grasped during her lifetime. While her resistance to critics and even would-be 

supporters bewildered her contemporaries, Angus's model of artistic practice 

had no need of and little use for immediate critical acclaim. 

In spite of the various fragments of evidence that link Angus to Wilenski, 

and the way in which his theories begin to explain her attitudes and actions, I do 

not wish to overexploit this connection by imposing an excessive aetiological 

strain. Moreover, it is important to distinguish between the source of Angus's 

ideas and the nature of her philosophy. Viewing the artist's words, ideas and 

actions as if they were simply the consequence of one of her favoured art 

theorists is problematical to the extent that it does not allow for the fact that 

Angus's engagement with theories was not usually rigorous or doctrinaire. 

Certainly, she bluntly recommended that Brasch read Wilenski, which is 

suggestive of a fervent belief in this author's work, but the textual traces of her 

thinking generally tend toward eclecticism. As her papers indicate, she read 

widely and was in the habit of copying out sizeable tracts of text from a diverse 

range of sources, including art books, science manuals, and philosophical texts, 

as well as volumes dealing with religion and sociology. 89 While there are some 

85 Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 17. 
86 Rita Angus, Notebook, MS-Papers-1399-2/1/5 quoted in Trevelyan, p. 8. 
87 Wilenski, Modern Movement, p. 41. 
88 Angus, 'Rita Angus', p. 68. 
89 See: ATL, Angus MS-Papers-1399 for further details. 
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thematic continuities among the quotes and ideas, it would be an 

oversimplification to deduce straightforward narratives or a consistent world 

view from these passages. The artist used these texts to challenge, confirm and 

stimulate her practice and life in a fashion that, by its very nature, was open to 

revision, elaboration and change. What we are confronted with in Angus's 

papers, then, is the traces of a persistently self-educating, critical and active 

mind. Thus we need to be aware of and attentive to the hybridity of the artist's 

philosophy. Certainly, Wilenski was a major influence but there were other 

ingredients in the mix, not least of which was the artist's own contribution. Her 

philosophy was not just the sum total of the theories she examined, absorbed 

and endorsed. 

Thus far I have endeavoured to recover and analyse the rationale behind 

Angus's ideas and actions, but I have no wish to deny that the textual traces of 

the artist are often strange, paranoid and problematical. For instance, whether 

strategically or unintentionally, when Tomory related her use of bold blocks of 

colour to her embroidery, she wrote him a letter which vehemently denied that 

she had practised embroidery, even though this was completely untrue. 90 There 

are also moments in her correspondence when Angus's words seem to be 

inconsistent with her stated intentions; in 1949, for instance, the artist wrote to 

Brasch to tell him he was ignorant and unfit to participate in artworld affairs, 

and yet she claimed that she wrote in 'kindliness and co-operation.' 91 Another 

difficulty emerges in relation to the strangeness and eccentricity of some of her 

ideas; an excellent demonstration of this is made to manifest in a letter she sent 

to Fairburn where she explained that her use of colour was driven by her 

inherited colour hearing. Angus also invoked this concept in a letter to 

McCahon, where she explained: 

Frances Hodgkins had colour hearing which is rare, inherited and 
ahead of the race. If you wish, 'hear' her paintings and you will see 
her work as she painted. That is why her later paintings are so good. 

90 Her letters indicate that she did practice of embroidery in her younger years, and the 
testimonials of various friends and family members confirm this. Jean Jones, for instance, 
recalled the young Angus in the 1930s: 'She wore smocks with her own embroidered designs 
around the neck'. Jones quoted in Jones, 'Private Individual', p. 22. 
91 Angus, to Brasch, 18 January 1949, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. Her claim about writing 
in 'kindliness and co-operation' was made in a letter she sent to McCahon. Angus, to 
McCahon, 21 January 1949, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
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She knew and accepted her responsibility to the race (universal).92 

While it would be convenient to argue that this was merely a clever, insightful 

and imaginative metaphor, her writing suggests that Angus believed she and 

Hodgkins were biologically superior beings living out their destiny according to 

their gifts. Of course, this is not to say that the artist was deranged but rather 

that she also espoused a number of odd, unconventional and sometimes 

unpersuasive ideas. 

This chapter has offered a corrective to the notion that Angus was 

underrated or ignored by the literati. For it is clear that the limited public profile 

of the artist during her later career was, in part, an effect of her theoretically 

driven stand against the period's dominant ideals, personnel and beliefs. In 

recuperating the logic from her protests, and in reading her conflict with the 

literati as a clash between two divergent visions for artists and the New Zealand 

artworld, the prospect of a further revisionist project looms into view. For it is 

not only Angus's conflict with the literati and her philosophy of the artist that 

have been obscured through a defensive overemphasis on her mental health 

problems; her later paintings, too, have been the subject oflimited attention. To 

some, the works that came in the wake of her breakdown - works that 

experimented with composition, symbolism, and established local conventions 

of realism - were symptomatic of a confused and unfocused mind. Although 

such a project exceeds the terms of my own, the distinctive features of the 

artist's practice in the 1950s and 1960s, works such as those from the unusual 

Leaf series [fig. 20], warrant further attention. As with her attitudes and 

protests, her works from this period can be interpreted in new and productive 

ways. And, unlike the literati, today's writers are no longer obstructed by the 

artist's objections. 

92 Angus, to McCahon, 21 January 1949, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

MODELLING SYMBOLISM 

Rita Angus [ ... ] is a public fiction based on maybe four or five 
paintings. 1 

Martin Edmond, 'Rita Angus' 

[I] Making Legends 
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A striking example of the acerbic remarks that punctuate the final years of Rita 

Angus's correspondence lies in her 1969 letter to the artwriter, and Auckland 

City Art Gallery staff member, Gordon H. Brown. Angus declared: 

You have been trying to make me into a legend. I am a painter, & 
paintings are paintings, line tone form & colour. You cannot make a 
legend out a painting.2 

In spite of this decree, and in spite of a decade of repeated protests by the artist, 

the ACAG successfully made Angus's 1942 painting Portrait (Betty Curnow) 

[fig. 1] into a powerful and enduring legend. Today it is one of the artist's most 

recognisable works. Her fierce resistance to the promotion of this painting, to 

the Gallery and to the art historical enterprises it nurtured throughout the 1960s, 

was ineffectual. Nowhere is the futility of Angus's protests better demonstrated 

than in the ACAG's actions shortly after she died in February 1970: in June the 

portrait featured on the cover of their magazine, Auckland City Art Gallery 

Quarterly, and they also announced that the work had been purchased for their 

permanent collection.3 To be eulogised in this way would have been profoundly 

offensive to Angus, as would the news that, after sixteen years of showing it as · 

a loaned exhibit, finally the Gallery owned the work; certainly this sale would 

not have occurred during the artist's lifetime. For the Gallery and the general 

public the portrait had come to signify Rita Angus, but to her the painting had 

1 Edmond, 'Rita Angus', unpaginated. 
2 Angus, to Gordon H. Brown, ATL, Angus: MS-Papers-1399-3/1, quoted in Paul, 'Biographical 
Essay', p. 39. 
3 Docking, 'Introduction', p. 2. 
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been misused, overexposed and misinterpreted.4 

It is not surprising that the institutional imperatives of the ACAG won out 

over Angus's wishes. Art museums generally endeavour to advance the works 

in their collections as exemplary of an artist's oeuvre and, if possible, as 

definitive. In New Zealand a number of structural conditions increase the 

likelihood that an artist's reputation will rest on a few works. From the 1950s to 

the early 1970s the ACAG was the only professionally administered Gallery in 

the country to take local contemporary art seriously, and so it had a virtual 

monopoly on framing Angus's reputation and interpreting her work.5 The 

simplification of Angus to a handful of major paintings is also a product of the 

small scale and meagre resources of local artwriting enterprises. There is, for 

instance, no book-length scholarly account of the major developments of 

twentieth-century New Zealand art. Instead, art history is embedded in articles, 

exhibition catalogues, and a range of introductory survey books designed meet 

the demands of general readers and the secondary school curriculum. From the 

1960s onwards, partly because of their restricted scope and limited resources, 

the discourses on Angus have usually displayed a preference for a handful of 

works: Portrait (Betty Curnow) [fig. 1], Self-portrait (1936-1937) [fig. 8], Cass 

(c. 1936) [fig. 2], Central Otago (1940) [fig. 10], and Rutu (1951) [fig. 21] have 

all become iconic Anguses and, moreover, iconic New Zealand paintings. 

Where commentators have gone beyond these works, they have usually sought 

out other paintings that confirm the existing interpretative conventions; in such 

cases the emphasis is placed on the continuity of the artist's oeuvre, not its 

complexity. 

Another factor that has considerably encouraged this preference for making 

4 In a letter to the sitter where she expressed some of her feelings about the situation the artist 
wrote: 'You have the full responsibility of having an agreement with the Auckland Art Gallery 
relating to the loan of the portrait of you. This arrangement you made with the gallery was of 
your wish and without any consulting the painter. The painting on loan to the gallery, this 
action has not always been beneficial as I do not wish to be known by this work continually, 
since I am a practicing painter.' Angus, to Betty Curnow, ATL, Angus: MS-Papers-1399-1/5. 
5 Evidence of the limitations of New Zealand galleries was offered by Luit Bieringa in the 
catalogue accompanying the 1982 Rita Angus exhibition. He reflected: 'The notion of preparing 
a major survey exhibition of the work of Rita Angus has been one entertained by many public 
art galleries and curators over the last ten to fifteen years. [ ... ] It has, however, only been 
possible to realise the idea more than a decade after Rita Angus's death. This has been due to a 
variety of reasons, not least of which was the lack of professional and practical facilities in art 
galleries. It is only in the last five years that the National Art Gallery has been able to build up 
the skeletal staff needed to make such an ambitious project possible.' Luit H. Bieringa, 
'Preface', Rita Angus, p. 7. 
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a small number of Angus's paintings into legends is the way in which her work 

has been interpreted by two influential commentators. During the 1960s, 

Tomory argued that the artist's works were constituted by a sophisticated use of 

emblems intended to yield Nationalist interpretation; then, in the early 1980s, 

Ronald Brownson claimed that Angus's paintings were imbued with symbolic 

meaning which was personal and private as well as Nationalist. Both writers 

agreed that the artist had painstakingly designed a full and complete meaning 

for each work that remained hidden beneath an immaculate facade. Thus the 

interpretation of Angus's art was perceived as a complex but finite affair, 

centred upon the discovery of each painting's timeless truth and reality. In 

support of their respective arguments, both Tomory and Brownson offered case 

studies of Portrait (Betty Curnow), and many commentators have been content 

to repeat their arguments and observations. 

In this chapter I will demonstrate that Tomory's emblematic model and 

Brownson's symbolic reading are deeply flawed and, moreover, the principles 

which license these overlapping interpretative models are suspect. Through this 

critique I also intend disrupt the more general claim that the artist's paintings 

are grounded in a specific, predetermined and timeless symbolic code. 

However, this is not to say that she did not use symbolism in her paintings with 

conscious intent. Often Angus's pictures make conscious and strategic use of 

symbols; as the artist herself observed in 1953: 'The painter of today does deal 

more in symbolism than in descriptions.' 6 Representational painting is, by its 

very nature, symbolic, in the sense that it operates through collaboration 

between visual signs and viewers to produ?e meaning. My chapter, therefore, is 

not an argument against the idea of Angus's paintings as signs in a semantic 

space; rather it seeks to critique readings that represent this space as fixed, 

predetermined and closed, and it also takes issue with the way in which authors 

such as Tomory and Brownson claimed that their arguments were congruent 

with the artist's intentions. 

Ironically, my strategy for critiquing the symbolic interpretation of Angus's 

art in some respects replicates one of its regrettable consequences: that is, 

although I object to the reduction of this oeuvre to a handful of paintings, a case 

6 Angus, 1953 Lecture Notes, Angus: MS-Papers-1399-3/3. 
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study centred around a single work effectively demonstrates the foundations and 

flaws of this approach. Because Portrait (Betty Curnow) was the first Angus to 

be sutured into a legend, it proves to be an entirely apposite choice. Yet 

although this chapter is trained on one painting, its critique has, of course, a 

much larger frame of reference, inasmuch as over-simplified symbolic 

interpretations have often underscored the reading of the artist's work since the 

1960s. Given the centrality of Portrait (Betty Curnow) to New Zealand art 

history, an analysis of this portrait's canonisation also enables an examination of 

some of the ideological forces that govern and inform Nationalist and post

Nationalist art historical discourse. To reach this discussion, first, we must trace 

the beginnings of this portrait's construction and the evolution of its reputation. 

[II] Framing Betty Curnow 

Portrait (Betty Curnow) made its public debut in The Group exhibition of 1943, 

but its passage towards iconicity began in 1954, when its owner, Betty Curnow, 

loaned the work to the ACAG.7 The painting was thus lodged with the only 

public institution that, during the 1950s and 1960s, was dedicated to the 

construction of meaning and attribution of value among recent and 

contemporary New Zealand artists and artworks. Angus was cast as a key 

figure, both as a portrait and landscape painter, in the Gallery's story. Inasmuch 

as the ACAG's narratives were evidenced by what they had, and because there 

were so few Angus portraits in public circulation, this painting was almost 

always the visual evidence for the claim that the artist was a key figure in New 

Zealand art.8 A sense of the painting's impact from this continual exposure at 

the ACAG may be gleaned from a number of sources. Peter Webb, a pioneering 

and influential Auckland art dealer and co-founder of Art New Zealand, cited it 

7 The work was first exhibited in Christchurch as Portrait at the 1943 J. Ballantyne and Co. The 
Group Show, cat. no. 11, 'Catalogue', p. 154. 
8 In the late 1950s and early 1960s the ACAG's over-exposure of works such as Portrait (Betty 
Curnow) was quite strategic. As Tomory reflected in 1964: 'At Auckland, for instance, we have 
one gallery hung entirely with New Zealand contemporary most of the time. Pictures have been 
up on the walls there for five or six years, and it is extraordinary the people who come in now 
who five years ago were saying "I can't understand that" and now find it their favourite picture. 
This is simply because they have been made to look at it; it has always been there; it has become 
as familiar as the lamp-post outside their house.' Peter Tomory, 'Art Can't Be Taught', New 
Zealand Listener, 20 November 1964, p. 3. 
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as the picture that got him interested in local art in the 1950s.9 Robin White, a 

prominent contemporary artist, recalled that throughout the 1960s: 

My mother used to take me to the gallery and I'd see [Portrait (Betty 
Curnow)] there. When I was at boarding school in Auckland, 
whenever I could think of an excuse I'd get into town after school and 
I'd see that painting. There were a handful of paintings in the 
Auckland City Art Gallery with which I grew up. [ ... ]That Portrait of 
Betty Curnow has a presence to it - it's always there in the back of my 
mind. 10 

Beyond its presence as a regular exhibit at the ACAG, the portrait was 

illustrated and discussed in a number of publications with a national circulation, 

from a New Zealand Woman's Weekly feature on art to Frederick Page's article 

on Angus in Landfall. 11 

The pioneering advocate of this painting was Tomory, Director of the 

ACAG between 1956 and 1965. Coming in the wake of Eric Westbrook's brief 

and frenetic revivification of the Gallery, Tomory focused on the development 

of a professional infrastructure and exhibitions programme. Beyond his 

management objectives, he also set out to undo the hegemony of the amateur 

critics and the literary artists whom, in his view, they tended to favour; in 1958 

he issued his first public challenge to both, and by 1961, in a somewhat more 

pointed version of this argument, he began to name names: 

The writer and the poet tend to look for illustrations to their work. 
Thus they will tend to admire the artists in whose work they can find 
some literary element and will dismiss those who are purely painterly. 
[ ... ] Therefore it was not difficult for the writers and poets to go 
astray, not so much in whom they selected but in whom they ignored. 
Subject painters like Eric Lee Johnson (b.1908) and Russell Clark 
(b.1905), with their realist drawing, their romantic colour and their 
choice of significant subjects, were quickly admired. [ ... ] But the 
image makers like Rita Angus ( b .1908) and M. T. W oollaston ( b .1910) 
failed to generate the same enthusiasm. 12 

Even though Tomory repeatedly made this critique in print, the ACAG 

maintained a reasonably inclusive exhibitions programme during the late 1950s 

and early 1960s. Its catalogues, however, began to fall into line with the 

9 Richard Wolfe, 'Webb Sight', Urbis, Spring 2001, p. 40. 
10 Robin White, 'Perspective: Robin White talks to Alister Taylor', in Robin White: New 
Zealand Painter (Martinborough: Alister Taylor, 1981), p. 19. 
11 'Looking at New Zealand: New Zealand Art (2): Woman Artist', New Zealand Woman's 
Weekly, 27 October 1958, AAG Angus fol. 6; Page, 'Rita Angus', p. 265. 
12 Tomory, 'Visual Arts', pp. 73-74. 
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Director's arguments: in the Contemporary New Zealand Painting 1960 

catalogue, for instance, Angus and Woollaston were defined as major artists and 

pioneers of the Modem movement in New Zealand.13 Then, towards the end of 

his tenure as Director, Tomory developed more aggressive remedies for the 

problem he had diagnosed. Most notably in 1963 the ACAG curated A 

Retrospective: M T Woollaston and Colin McCahon. This was a new format 

for the ACAG, which had previously presented contemporary work by local 

artists within the context of larger survey exhibitions. With this retrospective, 

however, the intention was to establish these figures as an elite and to justify 

this move by showcasing 'the consistency of style and imagination which have 

informed both artists since the thirties.' 14 Tomory cited Angus as the third 

painter about whom this claim could also be made, and he regretfully 

acknowledged that it had not been possible for the Gallery to curate a 

substantial retrospective of her work. 15 The problem here was Angus. She kept 

her distance from the ACAG and was only ever willing to participate in their 

group shows, such as Eight New Zealand Painters I (1957), Five New Zealand 

Watercolourists (1958), The New Zealand Realist Tradition (1960), 

Contemporary New Zealand Painting 1960 (1960), New Zealand Painting and 

Sculpture since the Thirties (1964), and Ten Years of New Zealand Painting in 

Auckland (1967). Even though her limited participation seriously hampered the 

ACAG's efforts to promote her as one of New Zealand's most accomplished 

and significant artists, the Gallery nonetheless did their best to do so. Often 

their proof of Angus's achievement was Portrait (Betty Curnow): in 1964, for 

instance, Tomory referred to the painting as 'a masterly work, for it not only 

reveals the individual, but identifies the New Zealander.' 16 

In 1965 Tomory left the ACAG for an appointment as a lecturer in art 

13 Peter Tomory, 'Preface', Contemporary Painting in New Zealand (Auckland: Auckland City 
Art Gallery, 1960); quoted in Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 75. 
14 Peter Tomory, 'Foreword', A Retrospective: M T. Woollaston and Colin McCahon 
(Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, 1963), p. 1. In the catalogue Tomory asserted that 
previous exhibitions of local art 'were arranged, not with the purpose of establishing an artistic 
elite, but of presenting serious painting as fairly as possible.' Tomory, 'Foreword', 
Retrospective, p. 1. However this exhibition was a signal that the Gallery was now more 
focused on building an exclusive canon rather than being even-handed. 
15 Tomory, 'Foreword', Retrospective, p. 1. 
16 Peter Tomory, New Zealand Painting and Sculpture since the Thirties (Auckland: Auckland 
City Art Gallery, 1964), p. 1; quoted in Gordon H. Brown, New Zealand Painting 1940-1960: 
Conformity and Dissension (Wellington: Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council of New Zealand, 
1981), p. 62. 
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history at the University of Auckland, and so began the second phase of his 

project, a discursive canonisation of the image makers: Angus, Woollaston and 

McCahon. He wrote a small book entitled Painting 1890-1950 (1968), the 

second volume of the three-part New Zealand Art series, of which he was also 

the editor. Here Portrait (Betty Curnow) was cast very prominently: as well as 

offering a large reproduction and explanatory caption within the book, it was 

also featured on the cover. In addition to the modest New Zealand Art series, 

which was pitched at a general audience, Tomory also composed an elegant and 

sophisticated meditation on local art entitled 'Imaginary Reefs and Floating 

Islands: The Romantic Image in New Zealand Painting,' 17 where, again, the 

portrait was promoted as a major milestone in local art. Initially given as an 

address for the Auckland Art Gallery Associates late in 1967, the text was 

subsequently published as a feature essay in the second issue of Ascent: A 

Journal of the Arts in New Zealand - the nation's first journal dedicated to 

serious artwriting. 18 This essay was the culmination of Tomory's project to 

usurp the cultural authority of the literati, a proof that 'they were ignorant in the 

main of the art of painting.' 19 As we have already seen, he had repeatedly 

argued that the literati were deceived by the easy virtues of the subject painters, 

and that this attraction verged on narcissism, insofar as the literary painters 

illustrated subjects also canvassed by the poets and writers. In constructing an 

alternative canon, Tomory was not only seeking to promote the 'image makers' 

he was also showcasing a new set of strategies for the interpretation of New 

Zealand paintings. His analysis of Portrait (Betty Curnow) was one such 

demonstration: 

There is no doubt at all that this is an excellent likeness of the sitter, 
but this is a transitory value. The real value of the painting lies in its 
emblematic quality. When we examine the figure of the woman, we 
notice the work worn hands, the fine but not over feminine features, the 
hair, plainly dressed, and the exotic patterned blouse. A general 
identity is thus joined to a particular one. Further, because of the 
centralised position of the figure, we can read an hieratic inference - a 
matriarchal emblem. Turning to the attributes behind her, we notice a 
watercolour of a New Zealand landscape (perhaps by the artist herself) 

17 Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', pp. 5-19. 
18 Ascent: A Journal of the Arts in New Zealand was published by the Caxton Press and the 
Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council of New Zealand between 1967 (1: 1, November 1967) and 1969 
(1:5, November 1969). 
19 Tomory, 'Visual Arts', p. 73. 



which provides a pictorial parallel to Dr McCormick's critical 
observations on Heaphy and Buchanan. To the sitter's right there is a 
print of Brueghel's painting of Summer and behind her a caseful of 
books. These not only convey a general idea of European culture, but 
the Brueghel is the Northern concept of fertility and regeneration. 
Offsetting the Brueghel is a cactus, a spiny, succulent plant, a hardy 
exotic capable of rich growth in the most infertile of soils. To counter 
any idea that this is too sophisticated a reading, I would refer you to the 
artist's statement in an interview: ' ... for me, New Zealand is, in 
essence, medieval.' She was, in fact, fully aware of the emblematic 
nature of medieval painting. She has, also, told me that she was 
inspired to paint this portrait after she had seen a portrait of a pioneer 
woman in the Turnbull Library. It is true that these objects could be 
personal to the sitter, ar that they are pictorial elements inserted for 
variety. But the fact that they may be read in these ways does not 
render the attributes ambiguous, for the three 'meanings' are integral to 
the artist's total interpretation. When we read Fairburn's line, we do 
not pause to confirm that 'islands floating' is derived from the optical 
phenomenon of the mirage or that 'the wind-whipped blue' refers to 
atmospheric turbulence on high altitude cirrus cloud and wind velocity 
on sea water. For it is not the realities which allow us to enhance this 
line with our own feelings and memories but the metaphors which 'lie 
between them. ' 20 
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Sophisticated, confident, and persuasive, Tomory's interpretation was 

formidable. In this essay he turned the tables on the literati: where once they 

had used paintings as illustrations, now their poems were cut and cropped in the 

service of art historical interpretation. His narrative sought to teach his 

audience not only about this work but also about the process of interpretation. 

As well as leading them through the painting from detail to detail, he was 

careful to reign them in wherever they might stray: while they might admire the 

'excellent likeness' the work's 'real value' was elsewhere; while they might 

conclude that the range of accoutrements were displayed because they were 

'personal to the sitter' or because they added 'variety', the author tolerated these 

verdicts provided that viewers did not lose sight of their status as emblems. In 

other words, Tomory was careful to allow for the impulses of a potentially 

literal-minded audience, but only as a way of getting to a much more complex 

line of argument. What was new and significant in his writing was the emphasis 

on the work's art historical legacy, its relations to other artists, styles and 

paintings; in a sense, this interpretation was as much a demonstration of close 

reading within an art historical framework as it was an interpretation of Portrait 

(Betty Curnow). The emblematic complexities he located within the work 

20 Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', pp. 12-13. 
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served to reiterate one of his major arguments: that the interpretation of New 

Zealand art demanded the expertise of professionals, and could not be left to 

well-meaning amateurs and connoisseurs. 

Tomory and the ACAG were unequivocal in their enthusiasm for Angus's 

painting in general, and Portrait (Betty Curnow) in particular, but, as we have 

already seen, the admiration was not reciprocated by the artist; indeed, the 

Gallery's actions consistently served to alienate and anger her.21 The first 

public signal about her concerns came in 1960, by way of her long-standing 

friend, Betty Curnow, who published a letter of complaint about the painting's 

unauthorised reproduction. She wrote: 

A woman's [sic] magazine recently ran a series of co lour reproductions 
of New Zealand paintings. I happened to see one of the series (it was 
very bad in colour): the original had been photographed while on loan 
to Auckland Art Gallery: it belonged to [Rita Angus] and me. Yet 
neither I nor the artist (both our names appeared on the frame) had 
been approached for permission, and it was only after our solicitor had 
written to the magazine that it paid the artist a copyright fee. 
Thereupon the series came to an end, which suggests pretty plainly that 
no fees had been paid for the works previously reproduced. 22 

In spite of this and a number of other protests, the Gallery repeatedly failed to 

prevent the painting's unauthorised reproduction in the 1960s and, by extension, 

it also failed to protect Curnow and Angus. In 1968, for instance, the artist was 

upset by the recurrent use of Portrait (Betty Curnow) in Tomory's New Zealand 

Art series; when she discovered the publishers, A.H. & A. W. Reed, were also 

using the work as part of an advertising campaign, she was so infuriated that she 

withdrew her support for a plan to write a book on her art.23 Henceforth she 

declined all requests to copy this painting.24 

21 Relations between Angus and the ACAG were further strained by other conflicts. For 
instance, in 1957, when they contemplated exhibiting a 1940 work, Untitled (Central Otago 
Landscape), Angus protested: 'If this work is to be [exhibited] I am sorry I do not consider this 
painting a worthwhile contribution to the exhibition or of this earlier period.' Rita Angus, to the 
ACAG, 15 October 1957, AAG Files, quoted in 'Catalogue', p. 172. The painting was not 
included in the ACAG's 1957 show, Eight New Zealand Painters, but it was featured in their 
1960 exhibition, The New Zealand Realist Tradition. 
22 Betty Curnow, 'Correspondence', Landfall, 55 (September 1960), pp. 304-305. 
23 See Angus, to Tim Curnow, ATL, Angus: MS-Papers-1399-1/5. 
24 Angus refused to have the work reproduced as an illustration for Tomory's 'Imaginary Reefs 
and Floating Islands' article, and she also turned down an invitation from the New Zealand 
Listener to feature the painting on their front cover - the first time a New Zealand artwork had 
been considered for such a purpose. For further details about her efforts to limit the exposure of 
this work see: Paul, 'Biographical Essay', pp. 37-39; Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', pp. 65-67, pp. 
75-76; Trevelyan, p. 7, p. 14; Angus: MS-Papers-1399-1/4. 
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Tomory left New Zealand in the late 1960s, but his ideas endured. His was 

by no means an extensive legacy: beyond his involvement with the ACAG's 

exhibitions between 1956 and 1965, his views on the local were ensconced in a 

small book and a handful of articles. Yet his hierarchy of artists and works, as 

well as his interpretative lines of inquiry, were rapidly pursued and developed in 

two books: Gordon H. Brown's and Hamish Keith's An Introduction to New 

Zealand Painting 1839-1967 (1969), and Gil Docking's Two Hundred Years of 

New Zealand Painting (1971). Tomory's appraisal of Portrait (Betty Curnow) 

was also taken up by these authors. Again, in what would be her last attempts to 

contravene a myopic construction of her oeuvre, Angus refused requests by 

Brown and Keith, and then by Docking, to reproduce the portrait.25 However, 

such was the influence of Tomory's position that, even if Brown and Keith were 

unable to illustrate the work, it nonetheless remained an integral part of their 

story. Thus in An Introduction to New Zealand Painting they asserted: 'In 1942 

Rita Angus painted the Portrait of Betty Curnow, now considered a key work 

for New Zealand painting, summing up, as it does, qualities that were 

considered important for that decisive generation that emerged during the 

nineteen-thirties. ' 26 

From this point onwards, Tomory's declaration that Portrait (Betty 

Curnow) was not only a portrait of the artist's friend but also 'a portrait of a 

generation'27 was rapidly transposed into laudatory discursive cant.28 In the 

25 For further details about Angus's concerns over the Brown and Keith book see Chapter Two. 
For evidence of Angus's negotiations with Docking see: Angus, to Docking, 5 November 1968, 
ATL, Angus, MS-Papers-1399-1/4. 
26 Brown and Keith, p. 136. 
27 Tomory, Painting 1890-1950, p. 23. 
28 Whether endorsing, augmenting or merely reflecting its position, the following list of selected 
publications all make specific reference to Portrait (Betty Curnow), and thus reiterate its status 
as one of Angus's major works: 'Looking at New Zealand', AAG Angus fol. 6; Betty Curnow, 
'Correspondence', pp. 304-305; Page, 'Rita Angus', p. 265; Tomory, Painting and Sculpture, p. 
1; Tomory, Painting 1890-1950, p. 5, p. 23; Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', pp. 12-13; Wystan 
Curnow, 'New Zealand Art', Landfall, 90 (June 1969), pp. 186-187; Brown & Keith, p. 136; 
'Rita Angus Evoked Way of Life', New Zealand Herald, 3 l January 1970, AAG Angus fol. 6; 
Docking, 'Introduction', p. 2; Page, 'Personal Memory', p. 11; Tarlton, p. 14; Page, 
'Impressions', p. 17; Betty Curnow, 'Impressions', p. 20, p. 43; White, 'Perspective', p. 19; 
Brown, Conformity and Dissension, p. 62; Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 22, p. 37; Day, '1908-
1958', pp. 49-50; Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', pp. 65-66, p. 75; Brownson, 'Symbolism', pp. 84-
87; Rosier, pp. 19-21; Keith, 'Being Painted', p. 21; Paul, 'Angus Different?', pp. 29-31; T. J. 
McNamara, 'Rita Angus Survey A Milestone', New Zealand Herald, 30 May 1983, AAG 
Angus fol. 7; Patrick Hutchings, 'Landscape and Figures, Tradition and Talent', Landfall, 146 
(June 1983), p. 170; Cheryll Sotheran, 'Angus Show Has Great Value', Auckland Star, 6 June 
1983, AAG Angus fol. 7; Bridie Lonie, 'An Artist and her Country', Otago Daily Times, 19 
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Rita Angus retrospective catalogue (1982), the most concerted and 

comprehensive study of the artist to date, a sense of the work's significance 

accrued both from its repeated discussion and from the importance that the 

various contributors attached to it. Day, for instance, analysed the work in 

detail and concluded: 

It is a painting summansmg her artistic achievements up to the 
outbreak of the war and, so far as her portraiture is concerned, she was 
not to surpass it in quality or vision. In one respect it is a fitting 
conclusion to the decade of the 1930s and, equally, it is a fitting work 
to usher in the paintings of the decade to come.29 

While Day characterised the painting as a defining work, the catalogue's most 

elaborate and intensive close reading of Portrait (Betty Curnow) came from 

Brownson. As Michael Dunn rhetorically remarked in his contribution to the 

catalogue, 'Rita Angus Criticism 1930-1970', 'Who today talks of Rita Angus 

without referring to her Portrait (Betty Curnow)'. 30 

In the twenty years since Dunn's observation, various survey texts which 

examined New Zealand painting in the 1940s - Elva Bert's New Zealand Art: A 

Modern Perspective (1986), Anne Kirker's New Zealand Women Artists (1986), 

and Dunn's A Concise History of New Zealand Painting (1991) - all cited 

Portrait (Betty Curnow) as a major Angus. While no commentator since 

Brownson has offered such a sustained interpretation, the painting's iconicity 

has also been reflected in more recent times in Anna Miles's ACAG installation 

work, The Style of Address (1994), which consists of a substantial bolt of 

material emulating the whimsical design of the blouse Curnow wore in her 

portrait. The performativity of this piece is contingent upon knowledge of its 

December 1983, AAG Angus fol. 7; 'Paintings Tell Story', Waikato Times, 7 March 1984, AAG 
Angus fol. 7; Elizabeth Eastmond and Merimeri Penfold, Women and the Arts in New Zealand: 
Forty Works 1936-1986 (Auckland: Penguin, 1986), unpaginated; Elva Bert, New Zealand Art: 
A Modern Perspective (Auckland: Reed Methuen, 1986), p. 15; Dunn, Concise History, p. 88; 
Christina Barton, Louise Henderson: The Cubist Years, 1946-1958 (Auckland: Auckland City 
Art Gallery, 1991), pp. 27-28; Kirker, Women Artists, p. 98, p. 128; Greg Burke, 'Windows or 
Wall Signs', Richard Killeen, Welcome to the South Pacific: Manufacturing Meaning 
(Wellington: Victoria University Press, 1999), p. 15; 'Images of Likeness: The Lure of the 
Portrait', Art News, 20:1 (Autumn 2000), pp. 28-30; Gilbert Wong, 'Arts and Minds', New 
Zealand Herald, 21 February 2000, section B8. 
29 Day, '1908-1958', p. 50. 
30 Dunn, 'Angus Criticism', p. 65. There were, of course, other factors that also contributed to 
the canonisation of this particular work: the relative scarcity of Angus portraits (other than those 
held in the Rita Angus Loan Collection at the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa); 
the enduring presence of the Curnows in New Zealand art, artwriting and literature; and, as well, 
the location of the painting, in the permanent collection of the major public gallery in New 
Zealand's largest city. 



142 
progenitor: it encourages us to reflect on our long-standing acquaintance with 

Angus's painting.31 Portrait (Betty Curnow) remains one of the Gallery's 

prized possessions; as the present Director, Chris Saines, recently put it, the 

work has 'an enduring touch on the public pulse.'32 

[III] Nationalising Betty 

As we have already seen, Tomory's advocacy of Portrait (Betty Curnow) 

throughout the 1960s was bound up with the promotion of image making, rather 

than literary, artists and so the painting became a kind of demonstration of art 

historical interpretation. The endorsement of this work also had much to do 

with the priorities of Nationalist discourse: according to Tomory, the portrait 

and, moreover, Angus's wider artistic project, communicate meaning about the 

essential truths and realities of New Zealand by way of a sophisticated 

deployment of emblems. This reading is problematical in a number of respects: 

it is difficult to reconcile.with many of the fragments that might be deployed to 

offer some sense of the artist's intentions; it is considerably at odds with the 

principles that much of Angus's oeuvre foregrounds; and it fails to describe 

some of the key elements of the Curnow portrait. What I will demonstrate here 

is that these failings and tensions are caused by Tomory's overriding 

commitment to the cultivation and elaboration of Nationalism. As well as 

offering a general analysis of Nationalism's codes and priorities, I will also 

focus on the way in which this ideology was unsettled by women and femininity 

and the strategies it deployed to deal with such threats. 

Tomory's most eloquent and influential account of the portrait emerges in 

the passage of 'Imaginary Reefs and Floating Islands: The Romantic Image in 

New Zealand Painting' cited in the previous section of this chapter. His 

opening gambit is to downplay any link between painted countenance and living 

referent. Asserting that Angus was knowledgeable about 'the emblematic 

nature of medieval painting' 33 and used an analogous strategy in her own work, 

Tomory seeks to fissure the two dimensional portrayal of Betty Curnow from 

the three dimensional version by viewing her as a symbol and discussing her in 

31 See: Burke, p. 15. 
32 Chris Saines, quoted in Wolfe, 'Webb Sight', p. 40. 
33 Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', p. 12. 
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depersonalised terms, as is clearly articulated through his reference to 'the 

figure of the woman. ' 34 Dismissing likeness as a 'transitory value' allows 

Tomory to cultivate a space in which to construct the portrait - and particularly 

the individual portrayed - in Nationalist and masculinist terms.35 A key claim 

here is his comment about her 'fine but not over feminine features. ' 36 This 

implied distaste for the 'over feminine' is elaborated in other elements· of his 

description: the absence of excessive adornment, the work worn hands, and the 

sensibly styled hair, are all used to corroborate - and, indeed, extol - this 

contained femininity. When he allows that the centralised figure may be read as 

'a matriarchal emblem',37 his discussion would seem to be at odds with a 

Nationalist privileging of male over female, as does his unequivocal enthusiasm 

for a woman's painting. We need to remain cognisant, however, of the fact that 

what he upholds as an emblem is the containment of a femininity that threatens 

the masculinist discourses of Nationalism. 

A further measure of the extent to which a masculinist agenda conditions 

Tomory's reading may be seen through an analysis of what he overlooks, or 

interprets in a curious fashion. Curnow' s grooming, which is endorsed for its 

practicality and simplicity, is one such instance: although the sitter is not 

portrayed as glamorous, the rhyming reds of her blouse, nail-polish and lipstick 

most certainly signify that this is a carefully assembled look; moreover, the 

immaculate sweeps of lipstick and precisely styled hair imply that she was also 

attentive to the minutiae of personal grooming. While Tomory characterises her 

hands as work worn, there this nothing in the picture to support this claim; in 

fact, the freshly applied nail-polish and the fastidiously manicured nails create 

precisely the opposite impression. 

When posed against the painting, Tomory's lack of attentiveness to the 

nuances of Cumow's presentation, his desire to overlook her individuality, and 

34 Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', p. 12. 
35 Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', p. 12. 
36 Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', p. 12. The representation and endorsement of Angus as an artist 
who resisted feminine excess is a tactic that reverberates through other early writings on the 
painter. Take, for instance, Denis Glover's 1976 claim that Angus 'would have none of the 
delirious woofy mango-swamp muck of the then Auckland School. She set out to impose order 
and clarity and immense discipline on what she saw. There were no emotional overtones.' 
Glover, p. 15. [emphasis mine]. In other words, Glover endorses the work because of its 
harshness, control and militaristic masculinity. 
37 Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', p. 12. 
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his quest to circumscribe her femininity, seem somewhat odd. Yet these 

anomalies begin to make a great deal more sense when they are seen as the by

products of a much more widespread ideological project: the construction of this 

figure as representative of an essential, distinctive and homogenous New 

Zealand identity. Whatever the register, Tomory's readings of the portrait 

always drive towards an anti-individualistic generalisation of Curnow's identity; 

as we have seen, in one discussion he claims that this is a 'portrait of a 

generation' 38 while in another he argues that Portrait (Betty Curnow) 'identifies 

the New Zealander.' 39 This identification of 'the New Zealander' does not 

signify an engagement with the peculiarities and specifics of an individual; on 

the contrary, it belongs to the Nationalist project of identifying the essential 

characteristics of pakeha citizens.40 Take, for instance, the following remarks 

made by the Nationalist historian, Keith Sinclair, who, in his influential populist 

book, A History of New Zealand, contends: 

The New Zealanders certainly work hard for themselves. They are a 
practical people, good at improvising; the pioneer is but a generation or 
two away.41 

Sinclair's desire to image contemporary New Zealanders as hard-working, 

commonsensical latter-day pioneers parallels Tomory's interest in reading 

Curnow as a basic, practical, and generic housewife, the quintessential New 

Zealander whose pioneering past is not only memorialised in her home but also 

lives on in her pragmatic, work-oriented existence. Within this framework, 

Tomory's references to the figure's 'work worn hands' and her 'plainly dressed 

hair' make perfect sense, for these support a view of Curnow' s life as one 

demanding manual toil, as well as confirming her strong work ethic and 

common-sense. In other words, Tomory's perception of her is entirely framed 

by the period's expectations of what being a New Zealander means. Like 

Sinclair, Tomory invests in the notion of New Zealand as a relatively 

homogenous place, where sociological images could plausibly evoke the 

behaviour, character and culture of the nation's inhabitants. Underlying all of 

38 Tomory, Painting 1890-1950, p. 23. 
39 Tomory, Painting and Sculpture, p. 1, quoted in Brown, Coriformity and Dissension, p. 62. 
40 Pakeha is a Maori word referring to non-Maori and usually white New Zealanders. 
41 Keith Sinclair, A History of New Zealand, revised ed., (Auckland: Penguin, 1969), p. 288. 
The first edition of Sinclair's book, published in 1959, proved sufficiently popular that it was 
reprinted in the following year; subsequent editions have proved similarly saleable. 
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this was the period's fervently cherished belief that, as Sinclair put it, the nation 

was 'more nearly classless [ ... ] than any other advanced society in the world. ' 42 

While revisionist historians have characterised this claim as a fiction,43 the view 

of New Zealand as a relatively egalitarian utopia, a place marked by a quality of 

sameness, was widespread. The very real facts of inequality and difference in 

New Zealand, in terms of gender, class, wealth, and culture, were occluded by 

this self-congratulatory mythology; Tomory's reading of Portrait (Betty 

Curnow) becomes an image that contributes to and feeds on this ideology. His 

claims about Curnow' s national typicality are conterminous with a wider 

ideological rhetoric: such arguments endorse and repeat the masculinist terms 

under which liberal humanism operates. 

Given the overwhelming emphasis on the genre of landscape in his 

writings, Tomory's enthusiasm for Portrait (Betty Curnow) might seem out of 

place, but, paradoxically, his advocacy of it is tied to his preference for 

landscape.44 In Painting 1890-1950, for instance, his account melds the artist's 

42 Sinclair, History of New Zealand, p. 285. 
43 As Jock Phillips argued: 'Few people today would claim that New Zealand was ever a truly 
egalitarian society. In the rural sector, especially in sheep farming, there has consistently been a 
large gap in power and status between the owners of the means of production and the farm 
hands. In the urban sector, despite the large number of state "servants", a group of professionals 
and capitalists emerged during this century who were marked out in power and status from 
wage-workers. In terms of income and wealth it is not even clear that the range in New Zealand 
during the middle years of this century was significantly less than in other western societies. 
[ ... ] Yet few people until recently have been aware of the dimensions of inequality here. [ ... ] 
Even those most alienated from society tended not to accuse it of producing inequality but 
rather, as did Bill Pearson in his attack 'Fretful Sleepers', to blame the country's human failures 
upon its egalitarianism.' Jock Phillips, A Man's Country? The Image of the Pakeha Male: A 
History (Auckland: Penguin, 1987), pp. 284-285. 
44 Portraiture, from the perspective of Nationalist ideology, was generally viewed with 
ambivalence or distaste because it failed to reflect what Nationalists such as Allen Curnow 
designated as 'reality.' During the 1930s and 1940s in Christchurch, the most successful and 
prominent artists specialising in the geme of portraiture were A. Elizabeth Kelly and Archibald 
Nicoll; but Kelly's Royal Academy-styled paintings of trophy wives, dowagers, and debutantes, 
and Nicoll's reactionary pictorial ratification of institutional hierarchies and affluence, found 
little favour with many of the Nationalists. This is readily apparent in Curnow's 1950 review of 
art in Canterbury: 'Mr Nicoll has pursued an academic mode [in his portraiture], conscientious 
likenesses whose interest ends where it should begin; qualities of earth and light in his 
landscapes seem more consonant with his painterly nature. I remember only a pastiche of 
charm, skilful, pallid, flattering in some portraits by the late A. Elizabeth Kelly.' Allen Curnow, 
'Painting in Canterbury', New Zealand Listener, 8 December 1950, pp. 8-9, reprinted in Allen 
Curnow, Look Back Harder: Critical Writings 1935-1984, Peter Simpson, ed., (Auckland: 
Auckland University Press, 1987), pp. 102-103. The perception that such portraits were 
commissioned with self-aggrandising intent grated on the Nationalists' leftist sympathies and 
their wish to uphold New Zealand as a relatively egalitarian nation, supposedly free from the old 
world's spurious class system. (For a perceptive analysis of the relationship between cultural 
nationalism and left-wing politics see: Rachel Barrowman, A Popular Vision: The Arts and the 



landscapes and portraits together: 

Her subjects [ ... ] were contemporary unvarnished literal truths. The 
up-country railway station of Cass is as clear in identity as Mrs Betty 
Curnow, but the handling of colour and form enabled the artist to 
transform these realities into emblems of a land and people.45 
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Angus's paintings are thus linked through Tomory's perception that they share 

not only a continuity of style and quality but also a consistency in their effect. 

Even when he discusses the portrait alone, such as in the 'Floating Reefs' 

article, a concern with landscape still informs the reading. This is first made to 

manifest through the references to local and European landscape traditions: the 

local is unearthed in the small Angus landscape on the bookcase, which is 

related to the pioneering 'search for identity'46 evident in the works of colonial 

New Zealand landscapes by Charles Heaphy and John Buchanan, while the 

European is located in the Brueghel print, Summer, which hangs on the wall 

behind Curnow. Tomory's interest in landscape is also articulated through a 

construction of the painting's meaning in terms of an agrarian symbolism. The 

Brueghel is thus posed as connoting 'fertility and regeneration', while the 

curved cactus to the sitter's right is described as 'a hardy exotic capable of rich 

growth in the most infertile of soils.'47 For Tomory, then, part of the portrait's 

significance is its fraternisation with this favoured genre, as this enables him to 

draw it back into the more familiar tropes of Nationalist rhetoric. In the context 

of his work, its value as a painting and as a representation of a woman has much 

to do with the fact that it also borders on a territory that Nationalism sought to 

control. 

The emphasis on the cultural genealogy of Portrait (Betty Curnow) in 

Tomory's reading is also bound up with the structural conditions of New 

Zealand as a post-colonial nation and the problems commensurate with the 

formation of a Nationalist art historical canon in this context. An instructive 

parallel is offered by way of Anne-Marie Willis's analysis of settler nationalism 

in Australia: 

The transplanted Anglo-Celtic population displaced and soon vastly 

Left in New Zealand: 1930-1950 (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 1991).) Neither pallid 
flattery nor conscientious likeness could say anything significant about the real New Zealand. 
45 Tomory, Painting 1890-1950, p. 5. 
46 Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', p. 9. 
47 Tomory, 'Imaginary Reefs', p. 12. 
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outnumbered the indigenous inhabitants. The problem then for 
colonial elites came to be the assertion of an identity they had brought 
with them, an Anglo identity, yet one sufficiently different from that of 
the mother country to warrant recognition as distinct.48 

Although Tomory operated in a post-colonial rather than colonial context, his 

endeavour to promote Angus as one of New Zealand's foremost contemporary 

artists is marked by the problems that Willis identifies in at least two respects. 

First, he signals that in this instance a New Zealand artwork has reached a 

sufficient level of distinctiveness and difference to warrant a complex and 

sustained analysis; in his view, the painting is so complex that it careens along 

the boundaries of interpretative credibility and we are thus reassured that the 

reading is not excessively sophisticated. Second, by arguing that Angus had 

applied lessons learnt from medieval painting, Tomory endeavours to 

demonstrate and underline that this portrait shows continuities with European 

culture even as it captures a distinct and essential New Zealandness. This 

careful balancing act of similarity and difference is reflected in his reference to 

the Brueghel and the cactus; the former is taken to signify 'a general idea of 

European culture' as well as 'fertility and regeneration', while the latter is 

characterised as 'a hardy exotic capable of rich growth in the most infertile of 

soils.' Together these are offered as symbols of New Zealand's development: a 

grafted offshoot of European culture burgeoning in somewhat inhospitable 

circumstances. At the same time as his reading cultivates an association 

between Angus and European culture (most notably through references to the 

books and the Brueghel), he is also careful to offset this with a genealogy of the 

local, by comparing the small landscape within the portrait to images produced 

by Heaphy and Buchanan. In this fashion Tomory's Portrait (Betty Curnow) is 

made to embody an exemplary integration of a rich and potent European culture 

and an emergent New Zealand tradition. 

Tomory's integration of Portrait (Betty Curnow) into a local genealogy of 

landscape paintings, his discussion of Angus's encounter with the pioneer 

portrait in the Alexander Turnbull Library, and his emphasis on Curnow's 

forebears as well as Angus's ancestral colleagues, is also very much bound up 

with a Nationalist vision of New Zealand's colonial history. To see this in 

48 Anne-Marie Willis, Illusions of Identity: The Art of Nation (Sydney: Hale and Iremonger, 
1993), 32. 
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context, attention must be given to Tomory's understanding of Aotearoa's 

indigenous art: he argued that 'by 1800 the high peak of Maori art was long 

past.'49 The colonial project therefore arrived in a land where the indigenous 

tradition had run its course; on this view, colonialism becomes a positive and 

necessary development because it creates a new tradition in a stagnant 

environment. Portrait (Betty Curnow) is mapped into this scheme in two 

respects. First, contemporary creativity is literally signified by the picture's 

representation of Curnow' s home, with its books, artworks and antiques; here 

we are confronted with evidence that culture has settled and burgeoned in the 

local environment. Second, Tomory nominates Angus's painting as a 

significant cultural milestone, a work which confirms that New Zealand is no 

longer a culturally barren place. The portrait is not only evidence of vigorous, 

independent cultural creation, its creativity and accomplishment are also 

deployed to confirm and reflect the legitimacy of the nation itself, which, in 

turn, justifies the colonial project. 

It is clear then that Tomory's Nationalist and masculinist ideology drive his 

reading of Portrait (Betty Curnow) and, moreover, that his tactics constitute a 

remarkably sophisticated mechanism for coping with what, from a Nationalist 

point of view, are potentially unsettling elements of this work. After all, an 

interior scene representing a woman who owns antiques, who is surrounded by 

books and other accoutrements of culture and education, and whose surname 

binds her to one of New Zealand's foremost poets, hardly propose her as 

typical, let alone exemplary, of the everyday.5° Curnow's patronage of 

contemporary New Zealand art and her links with contemporary artists, 

indicated by the portrait itself and by the small Angus landscape described 

within it, move her even further away from eligibility for the role of a national 

archetype. Viewed in this manner, her portrait's canonisation is surprising; 

certainly, on the face of it, there is so much here that is at odds with Nationalist 

art criticism's usual binary preferences, where, as Francis Pound observes, 

49 Tomory, 'Visual Arts', p. 64. 
50 Allen Curnow, who was married to Betty during this period, emerged as a distinctive poet in 
the 1930s, and his first notable collections were Not in Narrow Seas (Christchurch: Caxton, 
1939) and Island and Time (Christchurch: Caxton, 1941). He also worked as a journalist, 
academic and anthologist; in the latter roles he edited the Penguin Book of New Zealand Verse 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1960). For details concerning his work as a critic and essayist see: 
Curnow, Look Back Harder. 
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antithetical figures such as earthiness/refinement, rural/urban, male/female, 

outdoors/indoors, and nature/culture are sought out and the first term is 

customarily celebrated while the second is condemned.51 However, Tomory's 

reading justifies this urban and cultured mise en scene by presenting each object 

as a signifier of something that is privileged in Nationalist rhetoric. For 

instance, Curnow may own contemporary artworks but, from a Nationalist point 

of view, these are also portals: it is permissible to look at the landscapes 

featured in her portrait as long as we also look through them, towards the nation, 

towards the pioneers who first represented these lands, and towards the local 

scenes that these works purport to portray. This principle also applies to 

Tomory's reading of this woman and her cultured and refined urban setting: we 

may look at Curnow and her world provided we also see through it, so as to 

perceive her national typicality, her rural roots and her (mostly male) forebears. 

The acts of displacement that Tomory pursues and demands are a structural 

consequence of his commitment to Nationalism. From a Nationalist point of 

view, nation is sacred and unique - it has a status that is real and true, and it 

merely awaits cultural reflection. Such a position is unsustainable; as Ernest 

Gellner asserts: 'nationalism is not the awakening of the nations to self 

consciousness: it invents nations where they do not exist.' 52 Where Tomory 

asserts that this work is a cultural reflection of local truths and realities that exist 

in some a priori status, he fails to see that what produces the realities and truths 

he claims to find are nothing more than the codes and rules that generate 

nationalism and govern Nationalist discourse. 

Tomory's most glaring act of displacement emerges through the claim that 

his interpretation corresponds to the meaning Angus intended. To adhere to this 

argument we have to accept a range of propositions that are not consistent with 

the artist's project. Despite Angus's professed commitment to detailed 

observation, and her stated interest in capturing 'the content of the sitter's 

interesting complexity and diversity of moods,' 53 Tomory encourages us to 

ignore the portrait's personal dimensions, to believe that the artist was not 

particularly interested in representing her friend or the environment that she 

51 Pound, 'Nationalist Antitheses', p. 73 
52 Gellner, p. 169. 
53 Angus, 'Rita Angus', pp. 67-68. 
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lived in. To follow him is also to accept the pictorially implausible proposition 

that issues of gender and nuances of costume, pattern and detail, were of little 

interest or concern to the artist. If we are to accept his reading we must also 

believe that Angus was in the business of consciously cultivating emblematic 

meaning in Nationalist terms, and that she set out to make 'a portrait of a 

generation', even though she contested these claims and insisted that she did not 

want this or any of her paintings to be isolated and made into a legend. In other 

words, we would have to believe that Angus should not be believed, that 

Tomory's representation of the artist's intentions is more credible than her own. 

[IV] Brownson's Pregnancy 

Although Tomory's repeated promotion of Portrait (Betty Curnow) served to 

make the painting meaningful and famous, arguably Brownson' s reading, which 

recycles elements of Tomory's position and mixes it with much that is new, has 

had greater currency in the last two decades. At under four thousand words, the 

essay in which Brownson develops his interpretation is by no means extensive; 

it does however offer the most complex and ambitious appraisal of this painting 

and, indeed, of Angus's work in the 1982 catalogue, which, in turn, remains the 

most comprehensive publication about the artist. Brownson' s work is also 

important because it informed every other essay in the catalogue. As Luit H. 

Bieringa wrote in its 'Acknowledgements': 'We are particularly grateful for the 

contribution of Ronald Brownson whose M.A. thesis on Rita Angus has 

provided a solid basis for subsequent research. ' 54 Even allowing for the 

beneficence of the Acknowledgments genre, the influence of Brownson on other 

writers should not be understated. Various components of his case and the 

theory that it proposes continue to be powerful forces in the modelling of 

Angus. However, it will soon become apparent that the work of any author who 

takes Brownson's interpretations as 'a solid basis for subsequent research' must 

also be called into question. 

The title of Brownson's essay 'Symbolism and the Generation of Meaning 

in Rita Angus's Painting' offers an apposite preview of its content. Cued by 

54 Luit H. Bieringa, 'Acknowledgements', Rita Angus, p. 9. Brownson's influence was also 
specifically acknowledged by a number of contributors: Paul, for instance, commented: 'I am 
deeply indebted to Ronald Brownson for his initial research and guiding knowledge.' Paul, 
'Biographical Essay', p. 40. 
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Tomory's emphasis on the emblematic character of her art, Brownson develops, 

mostly by example, an image of Angus as a very exacting artist, whose work 

demands close reading. He argues that every facet and detail of the major 

paintings functions as a strategic symbol; in the context of the artist's portraiture 

he contends that symbolism is deployed to offer insights into the time, place, 

and world each of her sitters inhabited.55 One of his major case studies is 

centered upon Portrait (Betty Curnow). Whilst reiterating Tomory's arguments 

about the work's pioneering connections and his emphasis on Nationalism, this 

post-Nationalist interpretation not only rejects the depersonalization of Curnow, 

it identifies her as an active agent in the painting's construction. A key 

innovation of Brownson' s reading stems from his claim that Curnow and Angus 

collaborated in the selection of the objects and apparel featured in the picture: 

he claims that they did this because they intended to use these things to create a 

specific, symbolic meaning. Throughout his reading, aspects of the sitter's 

biography are mapped onto the painting's iconography. Because Curnow was 

already a parent and was pregnant during 1942, Brownson argues that the 

portrait offers a symbolic representation of these elements of her life, and he 

also argues that it belongs to a series dealing with women's 'maternal 

initiation. ' 56 

While his attentiveness to Curnow might suggest that the gender politics of 

Brownson's reading are less troublesome than Tomory's, this does not prove to 

be the case. Although the more recent reading is not informed by an anxious 

assertion of control over women, its use of what the feminist critic Pat Rosier 

condemned as 'patriarchal stereotypes of mother/woman' significantly 

undermines its credibility. As Rosier observes: 

Brownson goes on fatuously about aspects of motherhood in relation to 
the settings of the paintings, finishing with '(the mothers) share the 
differences of a child as a description of growth in a personal, familial 
and native environment'. (What does this mean, I wonder?) By 
writing of mothers as 'prescient images for the role of women' (my 
emphasis - and again the meaning is obscure), and relating the mother
figure to the setting, Brownson manages to ignore the mother/child 
relationships and the specific, detailed and particular image of each 

55 Brownson, 'Symbolism', pp. 84-87. 
56 Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 84. 
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woman.57 

As well as observing that gender stereotyping conditions and warps his reading, 

Rosier opens up a useful line of argument when she articulates her irritation at 

the lack of intelligibility in Brownson's essay.58 At times his text echoes a 

quality that often permeates Angus's writing. Readers are cued to make this 

connection because Brownson quotes a number of tracts written by the artist. 59 

The samples he uses come from Angus's endeavours to produce narratives 

designed to guide eager art historians in the interpretation of her work; yet most 

of these informal letters and statements remain in draft form and, partly because 

of the absence of grammatical structure, they tend to obscure meaning as much 

57 Rosier, p. 19. The view that some of the image's interpretation and acclaim might relate to its 
perceived proximity to a restrictive gender stereotype has been remarked upon elsewhere. In an 
analysis provoked by Louise Henderson's stylish and provocative Portrait of Betty Curnow 
from 1954. Christina Barton suggested: 'Looking back at Angus's portrait, must we now 
consider that Curnow may have been masquerading as "wife and mother" and as "archetypal 
New Zealand woman"? Certainly style is rendered relative: to time and place and to the 
reigning ideologies of the day'. Barton, Louise Henderson, p. 28. Rosier's objections and 
Barton's historical relativism serve as a reminder of the problematical deployment of gender in 
most of the discourses on Portrait (Betty Curnow). 
58 In drawing attention to and building on Rosier's criticisms, it might be assumed that the 
problems she identifies were widely recognized when the Rita Angus catalogue was published. 
However, Rosier was an isolated voice at the time and she was not writing in a mainstream 
publication. The only other critique came from Simmons, and he was unable to get his essay on 
Angus's self-portraits published until 1988. (See Chapter Two for further details.) Meanwhile 
the more mainstream media wrote enthusiastically about the show and the catalogue. Peter 
Shaw, for instance, claimed: 'One of the most impressive features of the exhibition is its 
catalogue, a document in which Auckland art experts have had a considerable hand. [ ... ] Ron 
Brownson, Librarian of the City Gallery, who wrote an M.A. thesis on the painter in 1970 [sic], 
has written a no less interesting essay on symbolism in her painting. [It is not] written in a 
forbiddingly academic style and it is this fact that makes the catalogue a particularly fine 
example of its type. Too often catalogues are obscure and full of loose ends. This one is a 
model of clarity and will no doubt be a permanent work of reference as well as an invaluable 
guide'. Peter Shaw, 'The Rita Angus Exhibition: A Landmark', Metro, May 1983, p. 16. The 
other reports and reviews did not take issue with Brownson's essay, and a number quoted his 
ideas. For other responses to the show and catalogue see: Elva Bett, 'At Last, the Rita Angus 
Show', Dominion, 13 December 1982, p. 19; Avenal McKinnon, 'Power and Poetry in Rita 
Angus Show', Evening Post, 16 December 1982, AAG Angus fol. 7; 'Milestone: Rita Angus: 
Discovery of a Rich and Varied Life's Work', Auckland Star, 24 May 1983, section B4; T. J. 
McNamara, 'Angus Survey a Milestone', AAG Angus fol. 7; Cheryll Sotheran, 'Angus Show 
has Great Value', Auckland Star, 6 June 1983, AAG Angus fol. 7; 'Media: Rita Angus is a 
Paradox', Craccum, 7 June 1983, AAG Angus fol.; Betty Curnow, 'Bronzes Add Elegance to 
Paintings', North Shore Times Advertiser, 16 June 1983, p. 34; 'Rita Angus Art Show Popular', 
New Zealand Herald, 30 June 1983, AAG Angus fol. 7; Garry Arthur, 'Rita Angus: Recognition 
at Last for N.Z.'s Least-known Major Painter', Press, 15 October 1983, p. 17; Brett Riley, 'Rita 
Angus: A Painter of Principle', Star, 26 October 1983, p. 12; John Hurrell, 'The Rita Angus 
Exhibition', Press, 3 November 1983, AAG Angus fol. 7; Lonie, AAG Angus fol. 7; G. E. 
Fairburn, 'Paintings Tell Story', Waikato Times, 7 March 1984; 'City Gallery Praised', 
Wanganui Chronicle, 7 May 1984, AAG Angus fol. 7; 'Gallery Display', Wanganui Chronicle, 
10 May 1984, AAG Angus fol. 7; Derek Schulz, 'Complex Artist with Much to Offer', 
Wanganui Herald, 19 May 1984, AAG Angus fol. 7. 
59 Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 79, p. 82, p. 84. 
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as they elaborate it. There are moments when Brownson's prose adopts this 

clumsy, awkward and ambiguous style: paragraphs and sentences sometimes 

give way to bullet points or numerical lists of facts, complex ideas are pointed at 

rather than explained, and abrupt, tightly packed statements abound. In the 

context of Angus's archive, these are the traces of a diligent struggle to produce 

coherent, accurate and insightful appraisals of her work; such documents serve 

as a reminder of her sense of the gulf between word and image, and her 

commitment to the latter rather than the former. 'It is paint that matters to me, 

not words', as she once declared.6° For Brownson, however, Angus's work is 

understood as a practice where text can fully and accurately explain image; thus, 

wherever he begins to echo the characteristics of the artist's archival writings, 

he uses the form of her interpretation in a way that conflicts with its basic 

premise and overall trajectory.61 

Most writers on Angus in the past two decades have made liberal use of the 

primary research Brownson' s work offers, but a review of these sources and 

facts raises some concerns. In the case of Portrait (Betty Curnow) he declares 

that the work is underscored by a desire for 'instilling representative truths 

about the precise time and place. Nothing represented is extraneous detail. ' 62 

Drawing on Curnow' s diaries, his 1977 Masters thesis names five days on 

which sittings took place; keeping in mind Browson's emphasis on 'precise time 

and date', it is at once paradoxical and instructive that in his 1982 essay the 

dates quoted from Curnow' s diary are different: one sitting has been added and 

another has been taken away.63 Brownson also invokes Curnow's diary to 

60 Angus, to Brasch, 7 August 1961, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/013. 
61 At a more basic level, Browson's writing is problematical because, as Rosier indicates, it is 
very difficult to understand. Take, for instance, his reading of another of Angus's 'prescient 
images for the role of women', Mother and Child (1942), about which he claims: 'Mother and 
Child indicates that Anton is a modem child who employs gaze and glance differences to gain 
experience. The snap-second indication of the child's held movement symbolises growth. The 
boy's environment adds to one's sensation of his implied mobility: he becomes the centre of an 
oval surrounded by a geometricised surface pattern.' Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 85. A 
plethora of questions spring from these claims: What is a modem child? What are 'gaze and 
glance differences'? Why do these 'gaze and glance differences' allow the child to gain 
experience? Why should movement symbolise growth? Does an oval form centralised in a 
field of geometric patterning necessarily exacerbate a sense of his mobility? If so, why then 
would this claim not apply equally to the mother, who is also at the centre of the work? Part of 
the difficulty of engaging with Brownson's work is this constant struggle to establish what many 
of his specific observations mean. 
62 Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 86. 
63 He states that sittings occurred during three days (9th

, 18th
, 20th

) in December 1941, one was 
held on February 18th 1942, and another 'sometime in March 1942.' Brownson, 'Rita Angus', 
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assert that the portrait was completed in October 1942; we are told that: 'during 

the portrait's genesis [ Curnow was] "a mother again".' 64 This claim is 

incorrect: the child at issue here was not born until mid-December 1942.65 It is 

simply not possible that Curnow was a mother again during the portrait's 

genesis. Regardless of which version of Brownson' s dates is correct, Betty 

Curnow cannot have been pregnant during the first four days of sittings for the 

portrait, and she may or may not have been aware of the pregnancy during the 

final sitting. Certainly, in December 1941 and January 1942, when Angus was 

living with the Curnows, and when, according to Brownson, the 'intense series 

of preparatory sittings and discussions took place,' Betty was not pregnant.66 

Primed by the discovery of these errors at the base of Brownson's reading 

of Portrait (Betty Curnow), his account of the work's making and meaning 

rapidly comes undone. First, the idea that the artist and sitter collaborated in the 

inclusion of symbolic objects to reflect a pregnancy no longer makes any sense. 

Also rendered redundant are the claims that: 

Her husband's involvement with the pregnancy is indicated by his· 
books filling the shelves behind her which are surmounted by an oval
shaped cactus. All about the surface of the picture there is a sense of 
activated egg shapes reiterating Betty Cumow's pregnancy.67 

While the work is most certainly characterised by a series of visual rhymes of 

oval forms, the circumstances of its production do not support the idea that this 

shape was intended to signify pregnancy. Beyond the absence of literal logic in 

the assertion that these books are meant to demonstrate Allen Curnow' s 

'involvement with the pregnancy', this claim also serves to indicate the 

considerable role that authorial projection has played m Brownson's 

interpretation. Such is his capacity for projection that he claims to see things in 

the painting that are either difficult to discern or are simply not there. He refers, 

for instance, to an 'oval-shaped cactus'; 68 although the plant in question waves 

in concert with the oval perimeter of Curnow's chair, it is not an oval-shaped 

p. 200. However, in the Rita Angus catalogue he claims: 'Betty Curnow noted in her diary that 
she sat for her portrait on 9 December and 17, 18, 20 December (morning and afternoon) 1941, 
and also some time in March 1942.' Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 88. 
64 Betty Curnow, quoted in Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 86. 
65 The 'Births' column of the Press reads: 'CURNOW: On December 13 at 'Lewisham' to 
Elizabeth, wife of Allen Curnow - a daughter.' 'Births', Press, 14 December 1942, p. 1. 
66 Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 86. 
67 Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 87. 
68 Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 87. 
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plant. Even more bizarre is the claim that: 

The organisation of the portrait's colour emphasises Mrs Cumow's 
symbiotic relationship with content, for instance, the red, white and 
blue of her jacket recalls the traditional symbolism of feminine 
passion.69 
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The desire to evidence this 'symbiotic' relationship would seem to have quite 

literally blinded Brownson, for Curnow is not wearing a jacket but rather a 

blouse, and, while its two main colours are red and white, the blue has no more 

prominence than the green, brown or yellow. His reference to Curnow's 

'feminine passion' is also difficult to fathom: Angus's representation of this 

woman would not seem to signify passion, though it is possible that he views 

her 'pregnancy' as the consequence of this 'feminine passion.' Here in 

particular Rosier's charge of patriarchal stereotypes conditioning Brownson's 

interpretation is strikingly apposite. 

A further problem with Brownson's reading is that while he cites Betty 

Curnow as his key source, her own published commentary on the painting does 

not concur with his claims. He interviewed Curnow during July of 1976 and 

offers this, and a further interview conducted during July of 1982, as the fount 

for the idea that the work was a collaborative effort between artist and sitter.70 

Yet only months after his first interview, Curnow herself published a reasonably 

detailed reminiscence about Angus, which featured some discussion of her 

portrait. The sitter reflected: 

If Rita saw a picture of a pioneer woman in the Turnbull Library, and 
this influenced her in her portrait of me, I did not know about it at the 
time. It would certainly have had a special meaning for her then, and 
may have been the beginning of the idea to do the portrait. We both 
come from pioneer families of similar background - commercial 
pioneers. [ ... ] It was in 1940 that I got the book Art Through the 
Ages. [ ... ] This book had a very small section on modem art: but 
there is Grant Wood's American Gothic, with his motifs of the 
pitchfork and the oval on which the picture is based. [ ... ] Almost on 
the same page were Diego Rivera's murals being compared with 
Giotto's frescos. [ ... ] these two painters were the first we knew of 
recent American painting. 

The next year I got Eyes on America [ ... ] a large book with a 
number of Grant Wood pictures. Also about this time I got a little 
book of colour prints from Rivera's murals, printed in Mexico. The 
colours are brilliant and the themes were in keeping with our Leftish 

69 Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 86. 
70 Brownson, 'Symbolism', p. 88. 



ideas at that time. These books were exciting finds and I must 
certainly have lent them to Rita. They are part of the background of 
the Portrait. Together with the Centennial Year and our new 
awareness of our historical pioneer ancestors they were the reason for 
doing the painting. [ ... ] 

As far as I remember Rita did very little drawing when she was 
painting my portrait.71 
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Curnow's reading fails to converge with Brownson's in almost every respect: 

nowhere does she give the impression that this work had anything to do with 

pregnancy, fertility, or feminine passion, and there is no mention in her account 

of a collaborative selection of objects designed to produce a premeditated 

symbolic meaning. Nor do her assertions give any weight to the idea that 

Angus made extensive rehearsals for the portrait through sketching or 

conversation; on the contrary, in this statement the sitter signals that the picture 

was composed with remarkable efficiency. Curnow's interpretation largely 

repeats and elaborates the ideas Tomory had published during the 1960s.72 Her 

remarks also overtly unsettle Brownson' s claim that this was a carefully plotted 

collaboration when she makes it clear that she was not even aware of what, in 

the artist's opinion, was a key catalyst for the painting - the pioneer portrait in 

the Alexander Turnbull Library. Curnow is also at odds with Brownson where 

she allows that the portrait may well have held 'a special meaning' for the artist, 

a meaning that she was not aware of. 73 Compared to Brownson, she is much 

more willing to allow for a plurality of meanings. 

The proposition that the boundaries between sitter and artist were not as 

blurred as Brownson would have us believe might also find support through a 

critique of Curnow's understanding of the work's making and its art historical 

influences. Take, for instance, her mention of W. S. Hall's Eyes on America: 

The United States as Seen by her Artists (1938), a light-hearted coffee-table 

survey book studded with over 230 reproductions framed by a series of 

71 Betty Curnow, 'Impressions', p. 20, p. 43. 
72 Tomory had interviewed Curnow when he was researching the portrait. Angus subsequently 
accused Curnow of 'giving misinformation to Tomory.' Paul, 'Biographical Essay', p. 37. 
73 It might seem strange that Brownson's published interpretation, which goes into such detail 
over so many aspects of the painting, leaves out the artist's reference to the influence of a 
portrait in the Alexander Turnbull Library. On one level the omission seems contrary to the 
spirit of Brownson's reading, with its emphasis on precision and detail. However, by leaving 
this source out of his discussion he does not have to deal with a more troubling problem: for 
Curnow's lack of knowledge about this source of Angus's inspiration does not support his idea 
that the work emerged through a collaborative process. 
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sentimental anecdotes about the scenes portrayed. 74 Of Wood's painting, 

Churning, Hall reflects: 

This could only be the work of Grant Wood, son of Iowa and the 
citizen of whom it can be most proud. Estimable men, its public 
officials, but they come and they go and in their most ambitious efforts 
they produce nothing remotely to compare with Grant Wood's 
paintings of his brother Iowans. This typically brawny young lad has 
half an eye on the cat during his churning, while the cat, it might be 
said, has its mind a few laps ahead.75 

Elsewhere in the text Hall playfully hints at the critical edge and the ambiguous 

politics of Wood's practice, but his text is consistently coy and tends to avoid 

the messy business of interpretation. It is difficult to imagine this commentary 

or, indeed, the book from which it comes, as a serious source for Angus. 

Curnow' s reference to Art Through the Ages is also a less significant clue than it 

might at first seem; for it was not, as she claims, 'the first we knew of recent 

American painting'.76 At the opening of The Group in 1932, Angus had 

attended a lecture by Professor Shelley on the 'modern manner' in American 

painting and his views on this topic were subsequently published. 77 It is 

unlikely that Angus would have learnt of Grant Wood's art as late as 1940: his 

work had been profiled in a number of publications which were available to her 

from the early 1930s onwards; in 1932, for instance, both The Studio and The 

American Magazine of Art illustrated and discussed his painting. 78 It is also 

74 W. S. Hall, Eyes on America, The United States as Seen by her Artists (New York: Studio 
Publications, 1938). Eight of Grant Wood's works, mostly in black and white, are illustrated; 
among them the Daughters of the Revolution (p. 32), might have been of some interest to 
Angus's portraiture. In this work three stylised women hover in front of one of America's most 
famous history paintings, Emanuel Leutze's Washington Crossing the Delaware (1851). While 
the iconography of Angus's painting bears no relationship to Wood's, the use of a famous image 
from the past as a reference for the present might allow for some comparison. 
75 Hall, p. 35. 
76 Helen Gardner, Art Through the Ages: An Introduction to its History and Significance, revised 
ed., (London: G. Bell and Sons, 1936). 
77 'Modem Manner Rules: Professor J. Shelley's Views of American Art Progress', Sun, 6 
September 1932, p. 5. 
78 F. A. Whiting, Jr., 'Stone, Steel, and Fire: Stone City Comes to Life,' The American 
Magazine of Art, 25:6 (December 1932), pp. 333-342; C. Morley, 'American Gothic: The 
Middle West as depicted by Grant Wood: An American Painter', The Studio, 104 (1932), p. 34. 
The former article included a reproduction of Wood's famous landscape painting Stone City, 
while the later illustrated the artist's iconic American Gothic. These publications were 
circulating in Christchurch in the early 1930s and were both held by the library at the 
Canterbury College School of Art. 



I 
~ 

~ 
' ~ 
t 
'-

~ 

I 

~ 
~ 
' ~ 

158 
unlikely that she was oblivious to the work of Diego Rivera before 1940.79 By 

the time she painted Portrait (Betty Curnow) she was no novice finding her 

way, and the work itself does not constitute a point of departure, experiment or 

radical shift in her approach to painting. The technical strategies she used for 

this painting were known to her well before the encounter with her sitter's two 

books. Cumow's amateur sleuthing is well-meaning but, in a number of 

respects, somewhat misleading. 

In 2001, at the age of eighty-eight, Curnow gave another interview about 

her portrait in which she seemed to have adopted elements of Brownson' s 

symbolic interpretation; paradoxically, however, she fervently disputed one of 

the logical extensions to this reading. 80 Much to her consternation, popular 

mythology lent a new dimension Brownson' s fertility theme, by proposing that 

the cactus featured in the painting is a phallic symbol. According to Curnow, 

however, the plant was: 

just there. The cactus was given to me and is there because the whole 
painting is designed in an oval. The cactus carries the oval over my 
head and matches the curve of the back of the chair.81 

Here I think Curnow is exactly right: the mise en scene of this portrait was the 

combined product of what was there and what could be used to engender visual 

rhymes. 

Brownson set out to prove that Portrait (Betty Curnow) was designed as a 

symbolic work, but a close reading of his case does not confirm his argument. 

Inevitably, artwriting is an interpretative exercise, but part of what is troubling 

and extraordinary about the invention, development and domination of his 

reading is the extent to which it obscures, fabricates and manipulates evidence 

79 As we have already seen, Angus helped to establish the International Picture Library in 1937, 
and one of its stated aims was to foster links with Mexican artists, which suggests that she 
already had some knowledge about contemporary Mexican art. 
80 'Images of Likeness', pp. 29-30. I say that Curnow would seem to have adopted this position 
because the interview does not always make it clear as to where the author's work stops and 
Curnow's views begin. 
81 Betty Curnow, quoted in 'Images of Likeness', p. 30. Curnow's doubts about a symbolic 
reading of the portrait were also readily in evidence at the 2000 Rita Angus Symposium; in her 
own talk Curnow gave the impression that most of the objects in the portrait were 'just there.' 
(She recalled, for instance, that Allen Curnow, in his capacity as a journalist for the Press, wrote 
an article on a specialist in cactus cultivation, and, as a gesture of gratitude, he was given some 
plants, which came to adorn the Curnows' conservatory.) Whilst wishing to keep herself centre
stage throughout the Symposium, Curnow seemed somewhat baffled by the almost forensic 
examination of the work's contents and viewed any attempt at analysis as a tiresome and 
unnecessary impertinence. 
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even as it insists on a need for absolute accuracy. The critique of Brownson, 

and earlier of Tomory, and the rejection of the argument that Portrait (Betty 

Curnow) is governed by a specific, predetermined symbolic code, also has a 

wider frame of reference. For the arguments and assumptions that inform these 

unsustainable readings also appear in accounts of other works by Angus and 

they too are similarly flawed. 

I began my commentary on the modelling of Angus with reference to 

Simmons's testimony about the seemingly intractable faces of her work. 

Throughout the preceding chapters, which question and contest some of the 

most prominent representations of the artist and her cultural context, my model 

has insisted on an acknowledgement of at least some of the complexities of her 

works and writings, and an attentiveness to how she was constructed and 

constructed herself in the public domain. While the composition of a new and 

comprehensive interpretative template lies beyond the parameters of my text, it 

is clear that these works will not fit into a strict or simple scheme. The 

prodigious and unruly inventiveness of Angus's enterprise demands to be 

modelled in equally dynamic terms. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

INVENTING THE NEW ZEALAND ARTIST 

It is only now that I realise the great good fortune that surrounded 
my youth. [ ... ] My beginnings were fortunate indeed, surrounded by 
no dealers, few exhibitions, very few where I was at all welcome. 1 

Colin McCahon, 'Beginnings' 

[I] Inventing McCahon 

Before 1947 Colin McCahon worked in relative obscurity: sporadic 

contributions to the Otago Art Society shows in Dunedin ('about 2 paintings 

[ ... ] and lots attempted but not hung' he once quipped),2 submissions to The 

Group exhibitions of 1940, 1943 and 1946, and a solo show at Wellington's 

French Maid Coffee House in 1945, constituted the entirety of his exhibition 

history.3 Commensurate with these relatively infrequent appearances McCahon 

had little in the way of a media profile. A fracas in 1939 (caused by the Otago 

Art Society's rejection of his landscape, Harbour Cone from Peggy's Hill, from 

their annual exhibition - even though members were supposed to have the right 

to determine what they submitted), might be seen to portend later developments, 

but the dispute itself was short-lived, local and generated no discussion in the 

1 Colin McCahon, 'Beginnings', Landfall, 80 (December 1966), p. 364. 
2 Colin McCahon, to Charles Brasch, 22 September 1947, Hocken Library, Charles Brasch: 
Literary and Personal Papers (ARC-0124): MS-0996-002/225. 
3 The most extensive published record of McCahon's exhibition history is offered in Steven 
Miller, Marja Bloem and Martin Browne, 'Solo Exhibitions and Selected Group Exhibitions', 
Colin McCahon: A Question of Faith, Marja Bloem and Martin Browne, eds., (Amsterdam: 
Stedelijk Museum; Nelson: Craig Potion Publishing, 2002), pp. 252-264. However, as the 
editors acknowledge: 'Although every endeavour has been made to compile as complete an 
exhibition list as possible, timing and other constraints have meant that this must necessarily be 
published as a "work in progress". It is the editors' hope that other researchers will use this as a 
starting point for further investigation towards the compilation of a definitive listing.' Bloem 
and Browne, 'Editors' Note', Question of Faith, p. 252. I make this point because I have 
included an exhibition which A Question of Faith overlooks - The Group show of 1946 - and 
because I have not included the two Pictures for Children exhibitions, which were held in 1945 
at Dunedin's Modem Books. I have omitted the latter shows because although the works were 
exhibited as a collaborative venture between McCahon and his wife, Anne, I believe that she 
was primarily responsible for these works. Certainly it was Anne, not Colin, who went on to 
produce a range of illustrations for children's books on a professional commercial basis. 
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public context.4 In the early 1940s McCahon was marked as a 'noteworthy' 

young artist who produced 'interesting' work.5 In 1943 one commentator even 

ventured to say that: 'In spite of practical obstacles we expect much more from 

him' .6 But such remarks were liberally doled out in Art in New Zealand; 

McCahon, then, was not yet established as a major figure. He had yet to be 

invented as the New Zealand artist. 

During 1947 and 1948, however, McCahon's public profile swung to the 

other extreme; this was precipitated by his decision to feature his works in a 

medley of one person shows at various locations throughout the country: 

Dunedin's Modem Books from July to August of 1947, the Wellington Public 

Library in February of 1948, the Lower Hutt Public Library in March, and the 

Dunedin Public Library in September. His art was also well represented in The 

Group shows of 1947 and 1948 in Christchurch. In 1949, he both consolidated 

and extended this reputation and achieved nation-wide coverage with 

exhibitions of his work in Auckland (at the Amalgamated Studios), in 

4 McCahon aroused some controversy because initially his painting was not displayed in the 
1939 show, which appeared to contravene the Society's policy of accepting all contributions 
from members. As a result of this decision, McCahon's friends (including Anne Hamblett, 
Rodney Kennedy and Doris Lusk) withdrew their paintings from the show after the opening 
night. There remains some doubt as to why McCahon's painting was taken down. Richard 
Dingwall suggests that both its substantial size and its perceived lack of quality may have 
motivated the decision. Richard Dingwall, 'Rodney Kennedy: A Life in Art' (unpublished 
masters thesis, University ofOtago, 1998), pp. 39-40. 
5 'Dunedin', Art in New Zealand, 14:3 (March 1942), p. 147. Another instance ofa favourable 
response to the artist's work came in a 1942 review of the Otago Art Society's exhibition, where 
the critic remarked: 'In a group of four paintings Colin McCahon has experimented in the use of 
black and white paint, portraying the ranges above Wakatipu with striking reality.' 'News from 
the Centres: Otago Art Society Exhibition', Art in New Zealand, 15:1 (September 1942), p. 29. 
Yet some critics were decidedly lukewarm in their assessment of McCahon's work. For 
instance, in a review of The Group show of 1940 Grignon remarked: 'Colin McCahon 
contributes a dozen pictures and a sculpture in plaster which are perhaps the most striking 
feature of this year's exhibition. To assess his work is not easy, for the remarkable variety of his 
methods and his ingenuity in the use of materials make it difficult, on first acquaintance, to 
grasp his essential qualities as a painter. His use of colour is sure, occasionally striking and 
original, and on the whole limited; while his Portrait of a Girl shows bold, firm drawing and a 
pleasing sense of form. That he is able and versatile is obvious enough from the selection of his 
work. The question that must be asked is whether he has the ability of the originative order or 
merely insight into the work of some of the outstanding European artists of the last two decades. 
The absence of tension in his work suggests the second answer.' Grignon, '1940 Group', 28 
September 1940, p. 14. 
6 In 1943, while McCahon was living in Wellington, he was discussed in Nancy Bolton's article 
on emerging local talents. She wrote: 'Colin McCahon is experimentally one of the more 
interesting of the younger group. Recently come to Wellington he appears to be influenced by 
the work ofM. T. Woolaston [sic] ofNelson. Watercolour, pen and ink, oils, crayon, all these 
mediums form an outlet for his attitude towards New Zealand landscape - South Island in 
particular. In spite of practical obstacles we expect much more from him and also his wife, 
Anne Hamblett, who has done some interesting work, too.' Nancy Bolton, 'Younger 
Wellington Artists', Art in New Zealand, 16:1 (September 1942), p. 4. 
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Wellington ( at the Gallery of Helen Hitchings) and again in Christchurch ( at 

The Group show).7 

Inauspicious though some of these venues might seem, this veritable frenzy 

of exposure was a remarkable feat in its temporal and cultural context. 

McCahon's stock rose accordingly. During this phase, his work excited a flurry 

of praise and polemics from the nation's cultural odd-jobbers.8 He was taken up 

as the intelligentsia's cause celebre, with discussions or reproductions of his 

pictures featuring, often repeatedly, in publications as diverse as Landfall, 

Critic, Canta, Southern Cross, The Church and the Community, Student, the 

New Zealand Listener, the Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, the New 

Zealand Herald, the Auckland Star, the Christchurch Star-Sun, the Press and 

Arena.9 In the last of the 1948 exhibitions, the artist's work was even 

accompanied by a small introductory essay. 10 Among the writers who put their 

views into print, those dedicated to the inauguration, policing and defining of 

New Zealand high culture in Nationalist terms were well represented. Poets 

7 Miller, Bloem and Browne, pp. 252-264. Although the A Questiori of Faith compilation 
describes the 1949 show as being held at the Modem Productions Ltd. Hall, I have described the 
venue as the Amalgamated Studios, Edson Building, Queen Street, Auckland, because this is the 
name that the reviewers used during the period. See: A. C. Hipwell, 'Southern Artists' Work 
Shocks The Imagination', Auckland Star, 17 August 1949, AAG McCahon fol. 11; 'Absorbing 
Display: Paintings by Two South Island Artists', New Zealand Herald, 15 August 1949, p. 9. 
8 Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism', p. 9. I have slightly modified Cumow's reference to the 
'cultural odd-job men' to strip it of its gender specific character. As John Geraets observes, a 
quarter of Landfall's contributors during the 1950s were women. John Geraets, 'A Second Life 
- Literary Culture and Landfall in the 1950s', Landfall, 185 (April 1993), p. 116. For Curnow's 
more formal and wide-ranging analysis of the character and dynamics of New Zealand criticism 
see: Wystan Curnow, 'High Culture in a Small Province', Essays on New Zealand Literature, 
Wystan Curnow, ed., (Auckland: Heinemann, 1973), pp. 155-171. 
9 Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', pp. 46-50; Hubert Witheford, 'Letter to the Editor', Landfall, 6 
(June 1948), pp. 160-161; James K. Baxter, 'Salvation Army Aesthete?', Canta, 21 July 1948, 
reprinted in Peter Simpson, Candles in a Dark Room: James K. Baxter and Colin McCahon 
(Auckland: New Gallery, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki, 1995), p. 13; E. C. Simpson, 
'McCahon's Raw Paintings Show Audacious, Original Vision', Southern Cross, 10 February 
1948, p. 3; John Summers, 'Catacombs to Ngatimoti', The Church and the Community, 5:3 
(May 1948), pp. 5-10; Summers's article was reprinted: 'Catacombs to Ngatimoti' Student, May 
1948; John Cawte Beaglehole, 'Colin McCahon's Pictures', New Zealand Listener, 5 March 
1948, p. 7; E. & K., 'Landfall No. 4', Critic, 11 March 1948, p. 3; Hipwell, 17 August 1949, 
AAG McCahon fol. 11; 'Absorbing Display', 15 August 1949, p. 9; 'Exhibition of Paintings by 
Artist Group', Christchurch Star-Sun, 3 November 1947, p. 3; 'Variety is Keynote Of 
Christchurch Art Group 1949 Show', Christchurch Star-Sun, 25 October 1949, p. 3; Chrome 
Yellow, 'Art Exhibition: "The 1949 Group" Show', Press, 27 October 1949, p. 3; John 
Summers, 'Commentaries: The Group Show', Landfall, 9 (March 1949), pp. 60-63; Palette, 
[Louis Johnson], 'Impressive Show At Hitchings Gallery', Southern Cross, 2 August 1949, p. 6; 
'Advice On Modem Painting', Southern Cross, 2 August 1949, p. 6; Lesley House, 
'Christchurch Comment', Arena, 25 (1950), p. 27. McCahon was also represented by one 
illustration in the 1947, 1948 and 1949 issues of the Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand. 
1° C. B., [Charles Brasch], An Exhibition of Paintings from July 1947 to September 1948 by 
Colin McCahon (Dunedin: Dunedin Public Library, 1948). 
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such as Fairburn, James K. Baxter, Brasch, John Summers, Louis Johnson and 

Hubert Witheford all went to press, as did Rita Angus, and the historians, John 

Cawte Beaglehole and Edward Simpson. 11 McCahon's art was, therefore, a 

subject visited and sustained by some of New Zealand's most articulate voices 

and incisive minds. 12 However it was not merely a topic of intense fascination 

for the intelligentsia; as the outpouring of 'Letters to the Editor' in newspapers, 

magazines and journals suggested, this was also an issue of public concern. 

Wherever the artist exhibited his work, sanctimonious, self-righteous and 

vitriolic correspondence tended to follow. 13 Commensurate with such a profile, 

11 While Baxter, Brasch, Fairburn and Angus are well-known figures who have been introduced 
elsewhere in this thesis, some of the other names in this list are not so familiar. J.C. Beaglehole 
(1901-1971) was a distinguished historian and maverick academic, and his poetry was 
consistently anthologised during his lifetime. For further details see: E. H. McCormick, 'J. C. 
Beaglehole 1901-71: A Biographical Sketch', Landfall, 100 (December 1971), pp. 413-423. 
Louis Johnson (1924-1988) wrote about McCahon under the pseudonym 'Palette' for the 
Southern Cross. (see: Palette, 'Impressive Show', 2 August 1949, p. 6). Johnson was a poet 
who emerged as a key member of the 'Wellington Group' in the late 1940s. He was also the 
founder and editor of the New Zealand Poetry Yearbook. For further details see: Elizabeth 
Caffin, 'Poetry: Part Two: 1945-1990s', The Oxford History of New Zealand Literature in 
English, 2nd edn., Terry Sturm, ed., (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 464. Edward 
Simpson, director of Kodak New Zealand, was also heavily involved in the arts, as an 
administrator, lecturer, writer and editor. During his career he was president of the Association 
of New Zealand Art Societies, president of the National Art Gallery Association and chairman 
of the Wellington Chamber Music Society. He also wrote and edited a number of publications 
about art and culture, including A Survey of the Arts in New Zealand (Wellington: Wellington 
Chamber Music Society, 1961). John Summers (1916-1993) ran a second-hand bookshop in 
Christchurch which 'was for a quarter of a century a literary meeting-place.' RR, [Roger 
Robinson], The Oxford Companion to New Zealand Literature, Roger Robinson & Nelson 
Wattie, eds., (Melbourne and Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 520. He also wrote 
and published fiction, poetry, reviews and two volumes of memoirs. Hubert Witheford (1921-) 
was a co-editor of the journal Arachne, and, up until his departure from New Zealand in 1953, 
he also wrote poetry marked by a 'distinctive romantic voice and spiritual concerns.' WS, [Bill 
Sewell], The Oxford Companion to New Zealand Literature, p. 592. 
12 As the artist Richard Killeen put it: 'McCahon had a literary and critical group behind himj 
They were the intelligentsia and they backed him.' Richard Killeen, quoted in Agnes Wood, 
Colin McCahon: The Man and the Teacher (Auckland: David Ling Publishing, 1997), p. 35. 
Furthermore, as Francis Pound observes, McCahon's intimacy with the literati was always 
reciprocal. Pound argues: 'from about 1930 to about 1970 in New Zealand, during what may be 
called the Nationalist period, most of the art was inextricable from the writing. If painterly 
Modernism, elsewhere, was concerned to abandon literature, to ,silence literature, to kill 
literature in paint, that was hardly so in New Zealand. [ ... ] Not only did McCahon's paintings 
speak, like the poets and prose writers, of New Zealand as a solitary, empty and metaphored 
land; not only did he inscribe the words of the New Zealand literati all over some of his 
paintings; not only did he illustrate and cover their books, and design sets and lights for their 
plays; he was a skilled presenter in prose of own public persona'. Francis Pound, 'McCahon, 
Skies, Stars, Writing', Scripsi, 6:3 (November 1990), pp. 153-154. For another discussion on 
McCahon and the literati also see: Francis Pound, 'Painting and Landfall, and Painting as 
Literature's Death', Landfall, 185 (April 1993), pp. 78-85. 
13 Letters to the Editor specifically provoked by reviews include: L. D. Austin, 'Art Criticism', 
Southern Cross, 17 February 1948, p. 3; B. S. Barnett, 'Art Criticism', Southern Cross, 17 
February 1948, p. 3; R. P. W., 'McCahon's Pictures', New Zealand Listener, 23 April 1948, p. 
5; John Summers, 'Colin McCahon's Pictures', New Zealand Listener, 30 April 1948, p. 5; Rita 
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mention of his name and paintings seeped into a number of other debates, 

reviews and critical adjudications. 14 In aggregate, then, these discourses made 

McCahon the nation's most talked-about living artist. 

Indexed against the period's usual rite of passage for the making of a local 

artist's reputation, McCahon' s ascendancy was meteoric, and the volume of 

writing his work provoked was unprecedented. The extent of his media profile 

constituted a dramatic realignment of relations between artist, critic and 

audience; hitherto, no local artist working in the 'modem manner' had become 

the subject of such contest, let alone incited or sustained this level of response 

from the general public. That he could simultaneously be feted as 'the most 

vital artist now painting in New Zealand' and viciously condemned as the 

purveyor of 'a bastard product' and maker of 'the ugliest figures ever seen', 

indicates that not only was there a considerable range of opinions about the 

artist's significance but also that McCahon was bound into a richly over-

Angus, 'Colin McCahon's Paintings', New Zealand Listener, 21 May 1948, p. 5; Hubert 
Witheford, 'Letter to the Editor', Landfall, 6 (June 1948), pp. 160-161. 
14 An exemplification of the way in which the McCahon debate intermeshed with other issues 
may be seen, for instance, in Brasch's review ofH. V. Miller's, A Century of Art in Otago, H. 
H. Tombs, ed., (Wellington: Harry H. Tombs Ltd, 1948). Brasch wrote: 'Excepting that of Rita 
Angus (Rita Cook) [ ... ] there have so far as I know been only two serious attempts during the 
province's first century to forge an adequate individual style, those of John Buchanan in 
watercolour in the sixties, and of Colin McCahon in oil to-day. That is the most damaging 
omission from the illustrations, for McCahon is one of the few serious painters in the country 
with a fresh personal vision and the courage to follow where it leads him, and his Otago 
Peninsula landscapes will form, I believe, a landmark in New Zealand painting. The first of 
them was rejected by the Otago Art Society in 1939 (Mr. Miller makes an oblique reference to 
this discreditable episode in the society's history), but another has been shown publicly in 
Dunedin. To ignore this work of McCahon's and give three plates to art school work was a 
gross error of judgment.' Charles Brasch, 'Art in Otago's First Century', New Zealand Listener, 
7 May 1948, p. 10. Miller protested this verdict. He wrote that the review 'appears to have 
been made the pretext for a lengthy expression of opinion by a self-appointed critic about art in 
general and Colin McCahon in particular. Mr. Brasch may hold any opinions he likes about 
McCahon's position in Art in Otago - I am completely indifferent to them'. H. V. Miller, 
'Letters from Listeners: Art in Otago', New Zealand Listener, 28 May 1948, p. 5. 
The now famous attack on McCahon which was printed in Critic in 1948 was another instance 
of the artist's work being side-swiped in a debate where the artist was not the main target. In 
this instance the reviewers set out to attack the pretentiousness of Landfall and they cited the 
illustrations of the artist's work as exemplary of the journal's affectation. But they were equally 
aggressive in their attacks on other writers: W. H. Oliver's poetry was characterized as 
stemming from an 'adolescent obsession with conquering thighs'; T. H. Scott's analysis of a 
rural community was dismissed as: 'commonplace thoughts in the claptrap of psychology and 
sociology'; and Landfall's account of a Douglas Lilburn composition descended into parody, 
with the reviewers contending that: 'after the first few notes we concluded that he was anti
Russian, when we came to the dominant seventh in the umpteenth bar we suspected a trace of 
pink shining through, and by the time we reached the finale he was dead against the Marshall 
Plan!' E.&K., 11March1948,p.3. 
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As his profile evolved throughout 1948, it became 

increasingly apparent that this discourse was not merely a series of divergent 

assessments of the artist's work and ability; rather, the subject of 'McCahon', 

and the subject himself, were constituted as a focal point for a diverse array of 

cultural concerns, anxieties and disputes: the appropriate terms for a national 

aesthetic; the legitimacy of Modernism in New Zealand art; the responsibilities 

and architecture of the nation's cultural infrastructure; the function and 

relevance of religion in society; and masculine identity within the sphere of 

cultural production were all issues that seeped into this discourse. 

Yet what might be seen as most remarkable about the making of McCahon 

during this era is simply that it happened at all; for, in nearly every respect, the 

New Zealand arts scene was devoid of even the most rudimentary infrastructure 

that might support any aspiring career-focused artist wishing to work in the 

'modem manner'. The task of this chapter, then, is to explain how these 

conditions and circumstances of lack, insufficiency and hostility inform and 

mediate the emergence and presentation ofMcCahon in the late 1940s. 

[II] The smell of death 

The decades straddling New Zealand's 1940 centennial celebrations are 

conventionally proposed as a period of intimate and partly causal relations 

between the invention or augmentation of a local cultural infrastructure and the 

articulation of cultural nationalism. In the case of the nation's literature, even in 

the wake of various revisionist critiques, this narrative remains apposite: the 

emergence of the authors and poets who radically reformulated the terms of 

New Zealand writing is a story inextricable from the advent of journals, 

magazines, progressive publishing houses, liberal booksellers and state 

patronage through the New Zealand Literary Fund. 16 In the case of the New 

Zealand artworld, however, the obverse scenario is more persuasive. Young 

15 Baxter, 'Salvation Army Aesthete?', p. 13; E. & K., 11 March 1948, p. 3. 
16 Barrowman, pp. 1-7; Stuart Murray, New Zealand Literary Nationalism and the 1930s 
(Wellington: Victoria University Press, 1998), pp. 9-19. While the writers had more success 
than the painters, this is not to say that the immediate result of their labours was to make writing 
a viable career path for local authors, nor that they were widely read during the 1930s and 
1940s. For a discussion about when local culture 'came into its own' see: James Belich, 
Paradise Reforged: A History of the New Zealanders from the 1880s to the Year 2000 
(Auckland: Penguin and Allen Lane, 2001), pp. 540-541. 
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artists and their supporters had very little success with the cultivation of an 

infrastructure attentive to their needs. The major exhibition spaces were not 

open to contemporary art, there was little in the way of a market for Modem 

painting, and the peripheral venues that would show such work tended to reflect 

and reinforce its marginal status. With the death of Art in New Zealand in 1946 

and the decline in art reviews and commentaries in the newspapers, arguably 

McCahon and his contemporaries were in a worse situation than that faced by 

artists in the 1930s. Although they set out to challenge and reconfigure the 

artworld's infrastructure during the late forties, their efforts took far longer to 

fructify than those of their literary counterparts.17 Part of the problem was that 

young artists not only had to legitimate and justify their own practice in a nation 

that was not particularly concerned about art, but also, they had to challenge the 

legitimacy and credibility of well-established and comparatively resource-rich 

artworld institutions and structures. 18 This multifaceted project frustrated and 

dispirited artists; indeed, supportive cultural commentators and artists 

themselves often declared that New Zealand's public galleries and art societies 

were comatose, moribund or dead. 19 Thus, the making of McCahon in the late 

1940s was only partially mediated by artworld agencies and structures. 
1 

I' 
Paradoxically, though, the failings and flaws of the artworld' s infrastructure are 

17 The painter Gordon Walters recalled that things were still very dead in New Zealand when he 
returned in the early fifties; indeed, after a seven year absence, he felt that things were worse 
than when he left. 'When I finally returned in August 1953, the whole thing really hit me. 
Nothing seemed to have happened and I felt I was back in the 1940s, at least where art was 
concerned. New Zealand art at that time was not relating in any significant way to the outside 
world. There were very few exhibitions from overseas, and very few art magazines were 
coming in. Within the country there were no travelling exhibitions, so it was always difficult to 
know what was going on outside one's own city. In the 1940s there had a [sic] least been the 
Arts Yearbook, but there were now no art publications at all. And there were no dealer 
galleries.' Gordon Walters, 'A Difficult Time for Artists', Landfall,185 (April 1993), p. 21. 
18 For example, significant public art galleries had been operating in Christchurch since the 
opening of the Robert McDougall Art Gallery in 1932; in Dunedin since the opening of the 
Dunedin Public Art Gallery in 1907; in Auckland since the opening of the Auckland Art Gallery 
in 1886; in Wellington since the Dominion Museum & National Art Gallery opened in 1936; in 
Nelson since the Bishop Suter Art Gallery opened in 1898; and in Wanganui since the Sargeant 
Gallery opened in 1919. 
19 During 'The Pleasure Garden Incident' (which I will discuss in more depth further on in this 
chapter), the artist Theo Schoon wrote of the Canterbury Society of Arts: 'Such authority 
maintained over many years without self criticism or a spirit of learning has resulted in 
appalling stagnation. This state of affairs is easily maintained among a majority who demand no 
more from a painting than a photographic standard. I am aware that there is little or no hope for 
a change, but those who continue to build this caricature of an art gallery as a monument to 
themselves are not to be envied, for those who have any chance of comparison may now have a 
suppressed chuckle, but it will soon grow into a roar of laughter.' Theo Schoon, 'Paintings of 
Frances Hodgkins', Press, 23 November 1948, p. 7. 

-------
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very much bound up with the story of this artist's invention, because the 

combination of hostility, complacency and disregard surrounding a figure such 

as McCahon helped to forge and structure a set of alternative strategies for the 

process of his public presentation. To bring this argument into focus, it is first 

necessary to look closely at the architecture of New Zealand's artworld during 

the late 1940s, giving particular attention to his awkward and often hamstrung 

position within this scene. 

A fundamental problem for New Zealand artists working in the 'modem 

manner' during the late 1940s was the absence of a market for paintings. The 

Group, for instance, held exhibitions that displayed some of the nation's most 

lively and innovative art throughout the 1930s and 1940s, and yet few spectators 

became buyers. In the 1949 show, which featured 122 exhibits by artists 

including McCahon, Doris Lusk, Woollaston, Louise Henderson, Angus and 

Bensemann, only thirteen works were sold, and members were forced to pay a 

levy of £0/9/9 to cover the resultant deficit.20 This was not an unusual state of 

affairs: as Bensemann recalled, The Group was always in a financially 

precarious situation, 'which often meant passing the hat around among 

members. ' 21 

1949 was, however, the year that witnessed the opening of The Gallery of 

Helen Hitchings in Wellington. This gallery sold a diverse range of local art 

and design products, from paintings and sculptures to textiles and furniture. At 

the time it was hoped that this venture would inaugurate a market for local 

culture, which, in tum, would fund professional artists. As Janet Paul put it in 

her 1949 profile of The Gallery: 

artists have been served in the past by a few cramped shops and art 
societies. For the sake of our standards in painting it is as well that the 
art societies should not have to confuse the success of a show with the 
number of sales, and for the sake of our artists it is well that the Helen 
Hitchings Gallery will provide year round display, where those whose 
work has been too spirited or untraditional for the societies may find a 
public, and where the serious artist who feels unable to draw on 
commercial work may now have a more regular source of income.22 

20 Bensemann, 'The Group', p. 10. 
21 Bensemann, 'The Group', p. 9. 
22 Janet Paul, 'The Helen Hitchings Gallery in Wellington', Landfall, 12 (December 1949), p. 
358. As Paul's remarks suggest, all New Zealand artists who were not working as art teachers, 
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Paul's expectation that this gallery would generate meaningful revenues for 

serious artists was never realised. The small scale and rapid demise of this 

venture in 1952 served primarily to demonstrate the difficulties associated with 

the commodification of contemporary New Zealand art and design. Hitchings 

was not able to offer retainers to those in her stable, and her exhibitors rarely 

made significant financial gains from the sale of their works.23 What this 

organisation did offer artists and designers - McCahon among them - was brief 

exposure to a small coterie of people. Despite her optimism, even Paul 

recognised that 'the Gallery's position in a back street will make it share in the 

incestuousness of our intellectual life. ' 24 A further problem was that to exhibit 

in this gallery was also to invite the wrath of the media; according to Hitchings: 

'Eric Ramsden, the political reporter for the Evening Post who also wrote on art, 

was very conservative, and I have to say that he damned every single thing I 

ever showed.'25 Hitchings's enterprise would seem to have fared better in the 

pages of another of Wellington's dailies, the Southern Cross; when McCahon 

and Woollaston combined forces for an exhibition at the gallery in 1949, the 

paper ran two stories: a review of the works and an account of the show's 

opening.26 In the latter, it was reported that in his opening address a Mr. H. C. 

D. Somerset extolled those in attendance to: 'Give modem paintings a little of 

commercial artists or in an unrelated form of paid employment struggled to make money, let 
alone a living, from their art. 
23 As Hitchings recalled: 'Work had to be sold of course. Because many of the artists were 
really on the bread-line. There were several classic cases of that. Colin McCahon suffered 
greatly. Toss Woollaston was struggling too, working as a salesman for Rawleighs. Paintings 
were sold at five guineas, seven guineas. Ten guineas was a colossal price to pay - or so the 
public thought! My commission was usually ten percent. Frequently I didn't take any 
commission at all.' Helen Hitchings, quoted in Ross Fraser, 'A Conversation with Helen 
Hitchings', Art New Zealand, 29 (Summer 1983), p. 36. As Eric Lee-Johnson remarked of 
being an artist in New Zealand in the 1940s: 'everything else, including that ideal of an eventual 
comfortable independence, had [to be] relegated to second place.' Eric Lee-Johnson, No Road 
to Follow: Autobiography of a New Zealand Artist (Auckland: Godwit, 1994), p. 36. In a 
similar vein Russell Clark and Eric John Doudney observed in 1954: 'The New Zealand artist 
and designer is being starved of encouragement and the New Zealand public deprived of the 
valuable contribution which artists can make to the common good. While scholarships are 
already available in New Zealand which make it possible for students to study overseas, there is 
practically no employment for them, as artists, when they return. The majority become lost to 
the country as creative artists by being forced into teaching or commercial professions.' Russell 
Clark and Eric John Doudney, unpublished pamphlet, April 1954, quoted in Simpson, Survey, p. 
63. 
24 Paul, 'Hitchings Gallery', Landfall, 12 (December 1949), p. 358. 
25 Hitchings, quoted in Fraser, 'Conversation', p. 36. 
26 Palette, 2 August 1949, p. 6; 'Advice On Modem Painting', 2 August 1949, p. 6. 
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your time; let them have their way with you. '27 This kind of sentiment serves to 

indicate that the legitimacy of Woollaston's and McCahon's brands of 

Modernism could not be taken for granted - even at a contemporary art gallery 

on opening night! 28 As with Somerset's speech, the Gallery of Helen Hitchings 

spoke of a commitment to the idea that the work of New Zealand artists and 

designers was worthy of marketing, exposure and purchase; yet the 

organisation's shortfall in the delivery of these things evidenced the gulf 

between aspiration and reality. 

A further impediment for the aspiring and forward-looking artist in New 

Zealand during the late 1940s was the absence of a regular publication dedicated 

to a critical assessment or even perceptive reporting of developments in the 

local arts scene.29 As we have already seen, from 1945 to 1951 the Year Book 

of the Arts in New Zealand was the closest thing artists had to a specialist 

publication, but its parameters were severely circumscribed. 30 It was configured 

around the same principles as the local artworld, where even-handedness and 

inclusiveness reigned, and where conservatism was increasingly prevalent.31 

27 'Advice On Modem Painting', 2 August 1949, p. 6. 
28 The review of the McCahon and W oollaston exhibition is also suggestive of the tentative 
nature of the endeavor inasmuch as it opens with the author's account of how to find the gallery: 
'At the top of the stairs, just before entering the Helen Hitchings Gallery in Bond Street, 
Wellington ... ' Palette, 2 August 1949, p. 6. 
29 Established and relatively conservative artists also struggled to make a living during this 
period. 
30 Even its advent served as a reminder of the problems associated with the nation's cultural 
infrastructure. As E. H. McCormick reminded readers in 1946: 'this Year Book was founded on 
the grave ofan older enterprise, [and thus] we realise that the way of the arts in this country is 
unrewarded and strewn with difficulties.' E. H. McCormick, 'Grounds for Mild Assurance', 
Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 2 (1946), p. 18. 
31 As we have already seen, the Year Book was heavily criticised for its lack of quality control. 
In 1948 one critic argued: 'press reviews of local manifestations of art are almost invariably 
vague, favourable, descriptive balderdash. Since critics have been hushed and selectors kind, 
New Zealand art exhibitions commonly provide displays which suggest that he who paints may 
hang. This lack of pruning and ruthless discrimination in a country where many practise art and 
few are artists was a patent failing in the first two Year Books [sic] of the Arts. Reduced to a 
mere display ground, the important painting section baldly presented the many; the few, who 
deserved special comment and space for a number of works, huddled equal among them.' 
Lynette Comer, 'Reviews: Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand no. 3: 1947', Landfall, 5 
(March 1948), p. 59. Given the arbitrary way in which the Year Book was composed (the editor 
simply wrote to about one hundred artists and asked them to send 'either originals or good photo 
prints of what [they] regarded as [their] best work of the year'), its lack of discrimination was 
inevitable. Howard Wadman, 'A Note by the Editor', Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 1 
(1945), unpaginated. The exception to this lack of editorial input was made to manifest in the 
poetry section of the Year Book. The poetry editor, Fairburn, did not appear to be afflicted by 
coverage anxieties; as a recent commentator reflected: 'Unlike the art editors, he offered small 
quantities of strong work.' Janet Hughes, The Oxford Companion to New Zealand Literature, p. 
599. As I argued in Chapter Three, World War Two had considerable impact on the 
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So, even though between 1945 and 1949 McCahon's reputation had escalated 

from that of a talented youngster with potential to a figure of considerable 

prominence, the Year Book simply represented him in each of its issues with a 

single illustration.32 This was not a publication that would further the cause of 

the aspiring artist looking to break away from an increasingly conservative and 

stagnant environment. 

Between 1945 and 1948 the editor, Howard Wadman, made some minor 

modifications to the Year Book's format but this did not improve its critical 

reception or commercial fortunes. It was always dependent upon the 

beneficence of its publisher, Harry Tombs; in 1949, after four consecutive years 

of losses, Tombs attempted to increase sales by featuring what Eric Lee-Johnson 

described as 'an embarrassingly jejune female torso drawing by George Woods' 

on the cover.33 However, this issue sold fewer copies than the previous editions. 

For its last two issues, Lee-Johnson took over the editor's role, but, in spite his 

active assertion of editorial direction and a palpable improvement in the quality 

of the coverage on offer, the publication never found a community of readers. 

Even though it offered the only sustained coverage of the contemporary arts 

scene in New Zealand, the Year Book's failed to sell its print run of 1250 copies 

in 1950 and 1000 in 1951.34 Nor was it a vehicle that could offer assistance, 

inspiration or direction to local artists. Lee-Johnson, himself an aspiring young 

painter whose circumstances were not dissimilar to those experienced by 

McCahon, ultimately abandoned the struggle to focus on his own work. 35 

infrastructure of the Christchurch arts scene. The level of arts coverage in the media 
diminished, and the exhibition organisations were also in decline. 
32 In 1945 McCahon was represented by Harriet Simeon (p. 74); 1946: Singing Women (p. 47); 
1947: I, Paul to you at Ngatimoti (p. 92); 1948: CruciflXion (p. 32); 1949: I, Paul (p. 86); 1950: 
St Veronica (p. 85). However, in the Year Book's final issue three of his works were illustrated: 
Mother and Child, Virgin and Child as a Lamp, Crucif1Xion, (pp. 60-61). Only in the 1945 issue 
was McCahon's art the subject of any discussion; alongside a reproduction of H. Linley 
Richardson's work Maori Woman, a note asserted: 'The grandeur and melancholy of the elder 
Maori is well suggested in these two works, so unlike in other respects. [ ... ] McCahon's 
sombre study in blue has the brooding mystery which Gauguin sensed in the Polynesian.' Year 
Book of the Arts in New Zealand, l (1945), p. 74. 
33 Lee-Johnson,NoRoad, pp. 132-133. 
34 Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 7 (1951), p. 4. 
35 The artist's plight, and the difficulty of maintaining a useful arts publication, were well 
recognised problems at the time. For instance in April 1951 Beaglehole wrote to Janet Paul: 
'But how much time Lee-Johnson can really afford to give up to the AYE [Year Book of the Arts 
in New Zealand] I don't know. He seems to have put the whole of last year into it for a return of 
£50. His wife must be a very nice person to live the consequent life.' John Beaglehole, Letter 
to Janet Paul, 12 April 1951, quoted in Janet Paul, 'Some Documents Recalling 1951', 
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Throughout this period the forum where art was most frequently discussed 

was in the newspapers, generally in reviews of local art society shows and 

exhibitions by independent artists' associations. There is evidence to suggest 

that critics could no longer assume that annual art exhibitions were events of 

relevance to the wider community.36 Certainly, in contrast to the 1930s, by the 

late 1940s accounts of The Group shows were relatively cursory, and tended to 

offer no more than a series of basic descriptions followed by a brief judgement 

about the merit of the works in question. As McCahon scathingly remarked, the 

period's reviews often took the 'No. 21 shows a water melon cut in half 

[approach ... ] which is balderdash as far as a useful criticism is concerned. '37 

The lack of insightful artwriting was, in part, a structural consequence of the 

context in which it was published. Newspapers rarely included illustrations of 

the works that reviewers discussed and so it was generally necessary to provide 

basic descriptions. As the arts coverage shrank, there was less room for analysis 

and painters had little to gain from such reviews. 

Where the solo and two-person ventures of figures such as McCahon and 

W oollaston were concerned, the newspaper commentaries were not so much 

critical as they were promotional.38 When, for instance, these artists showed 

together at the Amalgamated Studios in Auckland during 1949, the review was 

framed by the issue of attendance: 

It is difficult to know whether to recommend this exhibition [ ... ] or 
not. With artists who have already advanced far along well-defined 
roads of their own seeking there is bound to be controversy. But for 
those with eyes to see, who are prepared to make an effort to 
understand - perhaps an act of faith - a visit to this exhibition can be a 
rewarding experience. 39 

While the artists might have benefited from this type of promotional 

commentary, their enterprises did not engender a great deal of serious art 

Landfall, 185 (April 1993), p. 28. As Lee-Johnson reflected: 'For all of us it was a labour of 
love. No-one thought of being paid for their time. [It was an] editorially impossible job of 
surveying the whole spectrum of cultural endeavour in New Zealand, including reviewing the 
year's work of ninety painters and sculptors'. Lee-Johnson, No Road, p. 133. 
36 In 1949 John Summers acerbically remarked in Landfall: 'Since neither of the daily papers in 
Christchurch thought fit to refer to the Group Show, the present belated review is the only 
printed record ofit.' Summers, 'Commentaries', p. 63. 
37 Colin McCahon, Interview with Colin McCahon by Gordon H Brown: April 1976 
(Wellington: Department of Education, 1982). 
38 Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism', p. 10. 
39 'Absorbing Display', 15 August 1949, p. 9. 
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criticism. New Zealand art could not yet afford to take its own legitimacy for 

granted; it still needed to be proposed as a case that necessitated caution, 

warning and special pleading. 

Another source of irritation and frustration for New Zealand artists working 

m the 'modem manner' was the public galleries, who were pursuing 

acquisitions policies and augmenting their collections in ways that tended to 

disregard and marginalise local product. In an attempt to put the issue of gallery 

administration and acquisition policy more firmly into the public domain, the 

1950 and 1951 issues of the Year Book began to publish accession lists.40 The 

1950 list noted that over the preceding three years the Dunedin Art Gallery 

acquired thirty-four artworks, while during 1949 the Robert McDougall Art 

Gallery obtained five, and the National Art Gallery had embellished its 

collection by seventy-seven.41 With the arrival of the Lucy Carrington 

Wertheim Collection of 154 English paintings and drawings, in addition to a 

further fifty works, the Auckland Art City Gallery was the nation's most active 

institution.42 These figures included a small quotient of New Zealand works: 

the ACAG, for instance, accessioned local contemporary art through the 

Auckland Society of Arts.43 Yet the galleries could hardly be said to be 

'collecting' local artists, and they usually avoided buying the work of young or 

emerging figures. 44 Instead, they preferred their New Zealand artists to be dead, 

expatriated or, at least, specialists in the production of conservative landscapes 

or portraits of local notaries. Meanwhile, the vast majority of their resources 

were drafted into the acquisition of artworks from overseas and most of these 

purchases were pre-modem; as Fairburn once quipped: 'the authorities seem to 

hold to the view that (as Hemy Reed puts it) "all art ceased just before Mummy 

40 'Recent Art Gallery Acquisitions', Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 6 (1950), pp. 109-
112; 'Acquisitions to Art Gallery Collections', Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 7 (1951), 
pp. 158-160. 
41 'Recent Art Gallery Acquisitions', pp. 109-112. 
42 'Recent Art Gallery Acquisitions', pp. 109-112; 'Acquisitions to Art Gallery Collections', pp. 
158-160. 
43 'Acquisitions to Art Gallery Collections', pp. 158-160. 
44 In 1949 Margaret Frankel reported on the situation at the Robert McDougall Art Gallery in 
Christchurch: 'Since 1932, when the gallery was opened and presented with the collection made 
previously by the Canterbury Society of Arts, not one picture had been bought until this year. In 
1948, after public attention was drawn to this stagnant state of gallery administration, £100 was 
put on the estimates for picture purchases and this year it has been raised to £200. So far the 
additions have been notable for their mediocrity.' Margaret Frankel, ' "The Pleasure Garden" 
Incident at Christchurch', Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 5 (1949), p. 17. 
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got married". ' 45 Brasch, too, was appalled by the nation's public galleries, and 

lambasted every aspect of their policies and operation. In one of his protests, he 

cited the Dunedin Art Gallery's acquisitions as a source of' shame and anger': 

like other New Zealand galleries, it has bought without knowledge, 
without taste, and without plan, and like them is a hopeless jumble. In 
each the visitor is faced with the same dreary miscellany of the pseudo
art of the past seventy years, in genre and landscape, which completely 
swamps the isolated works of a dozen other schools and periods 
scattered forlornly through it.46 

The cause of this problem, according to commentators such as Brasch and 

Fairburn, was the lack of professional directors.47 Instead, decision-makers 

were usually art society members with no formal art historical education or 

knowledge. By the time their recommendations were filtered through the 

appropriate councils, agencies and committees, any potentially adventurous 

purchase was weeded out. As Brasch observed, this process had an almost 

perverse outcome: 

paintings are seldom bought except for their negative qualities; their 
chief merit must be not to off end any one on the council. That lets in 
almost anything that looks familiar, and keeps out almost anything that 
looks unfamiliar, irrespective of artistic merit.48 

One purchase that incited considerable criticism was the Dunedin Art Gallery's 

acquisition of a portrait by Sir Joshua Reynolds.49 After this decision was 

announced, the critic Eric Hall lamented: 

How many good modern or even impressionist works could have been 
bought for the 1,000 guineas that is buying the Reynolds portrait - one 
of four of the same woman and in a thoroughly familiar style. How 
many smaller New Zealand paintings could hang in the places of these 
huge dead canvases by overseas nonentities which fill half the Gallery. 

45 A. R. D. Fairburn, 'The Wertheim Collection', Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 5 
(1949), p. 2. 
46 Charles Brasch, 'Art Gallery Policy', Landfall, IO (June 1949), pp. 180-181. In 1949 
Fairburn opined: 'One of the deplorable things about most New Zealand art galleries is their 
almost complete detachment from contemporary painting. They tend to be museums of 19th 

century art; one feels, indeed, looking at some of the pictures that they ought to be in bottles of 
methylated spirits. This lack of present-day work (except for a few paintings bought locally) is 
not due to financial privation. In most cases it is a matter of policy. [ ... ] They wait until an 
artist is "famous" before they think of buying him. And by that time, of course, he is usually 
damned expensive whether he is worth buying or not.' Fairburn, 'Wertheim Collection', p. 2. 
47 The Robert McDougall Art Gallery, for instance, did not appoint a professional director until 
1969. 
48 Brasch, 'Gallery Policy', pp. 180-181. 
49 The portrait in question was: Joshua Reynolds, Maria, Countess Waldegrave, Duchess of 
Gloucester (1764-1765). It was purchased in December 1947. 
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One must conclude that the place is meant more to be a record of the 
dead than an inspiration to the living. 50 

The glaringly obvious answer to the reviewer's rhetorical 'How many?' was 

that a substantial assortment of local art could have been obtained for the cost of 

the Reynolds; for instance, at this time McCahon' s drawings were priced at a 

guinea each, and many of his oil paintings were available for between ten and 

thirty guineas.51 While the reviewer acknowledged that Dunedin's gallery 

included New Zealand 'landscapes of historical value' and selected works by 

Frances Hodgkins and Rhona Haszard, he observed 'many of our excellent, 

hard-up, New Zealand painters are not even represented in this place; [ ... ] our 

Gallery is more a museum of art-fossils than a gallery of contemporary and still

living art' .52 Such institutional promotion of pre- and early twentieth-century 

styles constituted a denial of the legitimacy of Modernism, local or otherwise, 

and served to reinforce contemporary artists' marginal status in the public 

context. 

Yet it was not only the public galleries that marginalised artists such as 

McCahon; their status as peripheral figures was also reiterated by the few 

venues where they could show their work. The paintings McCahon exhibited at 

the French Maid Coffee House, for instance, were displayed in a milieu where, 

as the cafe' s promotional material put it, they would enhance the caf e's 

authentically 'Bohemian Atmosphere.' 53 The disadvantage of such a setting 

was that the recognition of an object as an artwork, and, of course, the process 

of its contemplation, is very much bound up with its setting. In the context of 

the modem art gallery, for instance, works are carefully spaced apart, peripheral 

visual distractions are minimised, and lighting is choreographed to focus the 

viewer's gaze; art museums are usually characterised by a sequence of calm, 

contained spaces, which not only emphasises that these objects are there for 

careful consideration, but also reiterates their status as entities distinct from 

50 Eric Hall, 'The Art Gallery', Critic, 18 August 1948, p. 2. 
51 For instance in his show at the Dunedin Public Library in 1948 McCahon priced works such 
as The Promised Land (1948) and Triple Takaka (1948) at 12 guineas, while Hail Mary (1948) 
was available for 30 guineas. The most expensive painting on display was Takaka: Night and 
Day (1948), which had a sticker price of 50 guineas. 'Price List' in An Exhibition of Paintings 
from July 1947 to September 1948 by Colin McCahon, unpaginated. 
52 Eric Hall, 'The Art Gallery', Critic, 18 August 1948, p. 2. 
53 'French Maid Coffee House', [advertisement] Arachne, 3 (December 1951), p. 27. 
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other kinds of objects. 54 McCahon's reliance upon bookshops, libraries and 

cafes as exhibition venues deprived his work of the reification that proper 

gallery exhibitions inevitably bestow. 

As we have already seen, the operation and culture of New Zealand public 

galleries - and particularly their hostility towards the local Modem movement -

excited considerable scrutiny and protest during the late 1940s. 55 One of the 

catalysts for this debate was the aforementioned ' The Pleasure Garden 

Incident', which concerned the accession of a 1932 painting by Frances 

Hodgkins into the collection of the Robert McDougall Art Gallery. Hodgkins's 

death in 194 7 prompted a recognition that this significant expatriate artist was 

poorly represented in New Zealand collections; in Christchurch, the Canterbury 

Society of Arts set aside funds for the purchase of a late work and arranged for a 

cache of six paintings to be sent from England. When the paintings arrived, 

most of the CSA's Council and members found Hodgkins's mature style 

bewildering, incomprehensible and aberrant; therefore, they chose not to buy. 

While many members of the general public endorsed this action, a number of 

artists publicly condemned it and petitioned the Society to reverse its decision. 

The Society remained impervious; however, their president, A. E. Flower, did 

concede: 'There is nothing to stop the petitioners from subscribing and buying 

one [of Hodgkins's paintings] themselves.' 56 This subscription was initiated 

and it enabled the acquisition of the Pleasure Garden. Yet, this was not the end 

54 Emma Barker, 'Introduction', Contemporary Cultures of Display, Emma Barker, ed., (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), pp. 13-14. 
55 During the late 1940s the charter and function of public art galleries was a heavily contested 
issue; a central concern was the question of whether Modernist paintings might have a place in 
their exhibition programmes and acquisitions. 'The Pleasure Garden Incident', which polarised 
the Christchurch art scene, was the most significant manifestation of this debate, but there was 
also considerable public protest when the Wertheim Room opened at the ACAG in December 
1948. Auckland audiences responded to this selection of 154 English paintings and drawings 
from the 1920s and 1930s in less than favourable terms: one newspaper correspondent opined 
that: 'communism, post-wartime fatigue and food shortages in England had precipitated the 
exhibits' lack of finish [and] anti-naturalistic use of colour.' Quoted in Tina Barton, 'The 
Wertheim Room: A Home for Living Art', The 1950s Show (Auckland: Auckland City Art 
Gallery and Associated Group Media, 1992), p. 18. This kind of response was hardly 
surprising; after all, this was the first time that a public art gallery in New Zealand had hung a 
concentrated sample of works exemplary of English Modernism from the 1920s and 1930s. 
Here was a public institution, hitherto steadfast in its commitment to nineteenth-century 
Victorian aesthetics, now being usurped by and, indeed, flagrantly valorising twentieth-century 
Modernism! Although the collection assembled in the Wertheim Room hardly embodied the 
cutting edge of contemporary English art, for New Zealand audiences these were challenging 
encounters. 
56 A. E. Flower, 'Paintings of Frances Hodgkins', Press, 22 November 1948, p. 2. 
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of the controversy: the painting's accession was delayed by a further three years 

of acrimonious debate and it only came about after a strategic overhaul of the 

Arts Advisory Committee's structure and personnel.57 

A number of conclusions can be drawn from this incident and the culture in 

which it played out. First, it served as a crude indication of the extent to which 

the general public and much of the arts community remained almost entirely 

oblivious to Modernism.58 Second, it demonstrated that many of the key 

decision makers were not only conservative, they were also poorly informed 

about recent and contemporary painting. 59 Third, it also showed how much of a 

gulf there was between, on the one hand, the general public, arts administrators 

and local art agencies, and, on the other, a group of artists who were agitating 

for change. As the protests in the 'Letter to the Editor' section of the 

newspapers indicate, the emerging Christchurch artists were deeply frustrated 

by the people and the infrastructure of local artworld. 60 Take, for instance, 

57 For a more detailed examination of this affair see: Frankel, pp. 10-17; T. H. Scott, 'The 
Frances Hodgkins Controversy', Landfall, 12 (December 1949), pp. 360-374; T. H. Scott, 'The 
Pleasure Garden: A Postscript', Landfall, 20 (December 1951), pp. 311-313; Brown, Conformity 
and Dissension, pp. 23-27. 
58 While the general public may have been largely unaware of Modem art, the people who wrote 
'Letters to the Editor' were often well versed in the rhetorical conventions of anti-Modernist 
discourse. As one of the more lively writers inveighed: 'That Miss Hodgkins was sick at the 
time of painting is very obvious, for only a mind so ill at ease could see pumpkins floating in the 
air, apples with a brown halo on them, and Adam and Eve stretched out in a garden dressed in 
pink flannelette! One thing, the exhibition is amusing. I heard a gentleman remark that he had 
certainly had his money's worth; but what a waste of time and energy to get there!' D. Osborn, 
'Paintings of Frances Hodgkins', Press, 22 November 1948, p. 2. 
59 The two key members of the Arts Advisory Committee who opposed the accession of the 
Hodgkins painting were Archibald Nicoll, a prominent Christchurch artist and teacher, and Cecil 
Kelly, also an artist, and former lecturer at the Canterbury College School of Arts. According to 
a Christchurch City Council report, they claimed to have knowledge of 'the work of Frances 
Hodgkins for some forty years and held her in high esteem as an artist', and they also claimed 
'to be able to discriminate amongst her works of varying standards.' Cecil Kelly and Archibald 
Nicoll, quoted in Press, 19 July 1949, cited in Brown, Conformity and Dissension, p. 27. As 
their arguments and attitudes indicate, these claims were untrue: neither artist was aware that the 
Pleasure Garden was typical ofHodgkins's mature style, and neither had grasped the fact that 
this was kind of work on which her international reputation was founded. As Brown observes, 
Nicoll's 'hostility to modem art' became increasingly clear throughout the debate, as did 'the 
inept acquisitions policies and general administration affecting art galleries, and the self
righteous smugness that infected the views of so many people in matters of art.' Brown, 
Conformity and Dissension, p. 27. 
60 Leo Bensemann, for instance, openly mocked the members of the CSA's ruling Council: 'I 
should like to draw the attention of the Council of the Society of Arts to a deplorable state of 
affairs. Are they aware that books of modem paintings by such men as Picasso, Augustus John, 
Modigliani, and other degenerates are on sale in bookshops in this city? As a parent I am 
alarmed lest these books should find their way into our homes and corrupt the natural taste of 
the young. To my mind the society made a grave mistake in not buying the pictures of Frances 
Hodgkins. Had they been bought, these rictures (which were described to me by a member of 
the society as "revolting and degenerate") would have vanished from the eye of man forever. 



McCahon's outburst in June 1949: 

So the Hodgkins has been rejected by the Art Gallery Advisory 
Committee. These gentlemen must be proud of the three tombs of 
dead art they have helped preserve for so long in this city. Let us not 
try to force a decision which would mar even one part of their work, 
but rise up and defend these monuments to artistic decadence, not 
because we like such things, but because of their very uniqueness and 
because, like all freaks and oddities, we know that in the end they will 

h . 61 mean not mg. 
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This letter serves as a measure of the artist's frustration with the New Zealand 

artworld's infrastructure and personnel, emblematised in this instance by the 

Robert McDougall Art Gallery's advisory committee. Instead of attempting to 

dispute, critique or undo claims made by Hodgkins' s detractors, his outburst 

was one of unadulterated hostility. His palpable outrage and contempt was, of 

course, bound up with his own experiences as an artist. As he put it in another 

'Letter to the Editor': 

It does happen that every now and again in this country some 
independent spirit dares to create something new, and in doing so, 
disturbs the peace of the dead. Once it was so with Frances Hodgkins, 
and it is so even now. The dead are still and always with us; expect no 
more from them than decay and fear of life, not appreciation and not 
thankfulness. The dead are unaware of the flowers growing about . 
them, so can we expect no more from the Canterbury Art Society than 
we receive, the smell of death. Can we expect the dead to be alive to 
the worth of Frances Hodgkins's paintings. We ask too much.62 

The autobiographical element here is readily apparent and unsurprising; by 

November 1948 McCahon had learnt that any 'independent spirit [who] dares to 

create something new' would not be greeted with enthusiasm by the artworld 

establishment. As we shall see, his assertion that there was no point in 

expecting anything at all from the old guard clearly resonates with his strategies 

for his own public invention. 

In one sense, then, the frustration and despair professed by McCahon in 

relation to 'The Pleasure Garden Incident' belongs to an increasing chorus of 

As it is they will probably end up in one of the leading English galleries where, heaven help us! 
their dangerous potentialities may not be realised.' Leo Bensemann, 'Paintings of Frances 
Hodgkins', Press, 19 November 1948, p. 10. Theo Schoon suggested that the Council's 
'decision may be the symbolic answer to Bernard Shaw, who, when asked his opinion of the 
McDougall Gallery art collection, replied, "What you need there is a real good bonfire".' Theo 
Schoon, 'Paintings of Frances Hodgkins', Press, 16 November 1948, p. 7. 
61 Colin McCahon, 'Paintings of Frances Hodgkins', Press, 20 June 1949, AAG McCahon fol. 
11. 
62 Colin McCahon, 'Paintings of Frances Hodgkins', Press, 24 November 1948, p. 2. 
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virulent hostility towards the New Zealand artworld's traditional infrastructure, 

ideology and personnel. Yet it also serves to demonstrate the hegemonic 

entrenchment of these people and the institutions they controlled. Certainly an 

aspiring young artist wishing to work in the 'modem manner' could expect little 

in the way of meaningful artworld support. He or she could not hope to have an 

exhibition in a public art gallery, let alone have his or her work professionally 

promoted in a commercial marketplace. Artwriting and art criticism were, at 

best, rudimentary. In every respect, then, the odds were stacked against 

emerging painters. 

[III] Do-it-yourself 

In his 'Doing Art Criticism in New Zealand' article, Wystan Curnow reflected: 

'the fact that I am in some small demand as a critic tells me that the quality of 

art criticism is not what I think it ought to be.' 63 His ambivalence stemmed 

from his belief that, on the one hand, his talents were 'modest', but, on the 

other, his writing was well above the standards of local art criticism, which was 

poor, ill-informed and sometimes violently offensive. Thus what prompted him 

to write was his desire to counter, resist and override the ill-treatment and 

misreading of art by uncomprehending writers, who could do considerable 

damage to artists. Curnow also observed that he was part of long-standing local 

tradition of cultural odd-jobbers - writers, poets and other members of the 

intelligentsia who (as we saw in Chapter Four) produced art criticism, not 

because they perceived themselves as ideally qualified for such a task, but 

because they knew that otherwise art would be grossly misinterpreted or 

completely ignored.64 As Curnow put it: 'if you want to read it, write it. This is 

still a do-it-yourself culture. ' 65 

This characterisation of the circumstances that condition and produce New 

63 Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism', p. 10. 
64 This element of Curnow' s argument reiterates and updates a case he first made in 1963, when 
he observed: 'It is still true to say that our art criticism remains, by and large, the hobby of 
versatile poets, journalists, historians and literary critics; in other words, of people whose 
training and practice is primarily to do with another thing. Good work has been done - A. R. D. 
Fairburn and R. N. O'Reilly come to mind - and yet we cannot afford to remain complacent at 
the real failure of such people to define adequately the achievement, modest though it is, of our 
painters and sculptors.' Wystan Curnow, 'Auckland Gallery Lectures', Landfall, 66 (June 
1963), pp. 196-197. 
65 Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism', p.10. 
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Zealand's art criticism can be transposed to explain the emergence of McCahon 

in 1948. As we have seen, during the late 1940s the first traces of a more 

supportive arts scene and a crescendo of debate over the legitimacy of 

modernism were apparent. Yet while the protests might have been vociferous, 

such discourses did not offer any immediate remedy for the material sufferings 

of local artists. It cannot be the case, then, that the making of McCahon as an 

artist was a result of improving conditions for painters. Nonetheless, the harsh 

conditions that artists such as McCahon struggled to cope with (hostility 

towards Modem painting, the lack of venues, the paucity of artwriting, etc.,) 

were pivotal to his creation. 

Following Cumow's template, I intend to argue that the public invention of 

McCahon came about partly because a number of people in his circle - writers, 

poets, artists, friends and academics - recognised that in the context of New 

Zealand culture the only way to inaugurate change was to 'do-it-yourself.' 

These were people wishing for the arrival of a sustainable contemporary art 

scene in the local context, but they were not particularly well-qualified to make 

this happen. Despite their ambivalence and lack of training, they found 

themselves offering words of support to McCahon, if only because they 

recognised that there were few, if any, perceptive, qualified artwriters who 

would champion this artist; and, at least, they could buffer him from the 

uncomprehending, blind and hostile journalists who sometimes dabbled in 

newspaper art criticism. These cultural odd-jobbers also had enough 

k-

perspective on the local arts scene to know that without support and 

encouragement McCahon would struggle and possibly falter, or simply give up. 

They also recognised that there was little to contain, regulate or mediate his 

presentation in the public sphere. Because of this relatively unregulated 

environment, where a number of people were primed for change, an aggressive, 

concerted, and sustained campaign could and, in McCahon's case, did enable 

his public invention. The cultural odd-jobbers worked in concert and, using + 

whatever means were at their disposal, they successfully put him on the map.66 

As we shall see, he was an artist founded and modelled by the productive use of 

forces and forums largely external to the artworld. The task, then, is not to / 

66 Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism', pp. 9-11. 
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proffer a sentimental account of the artist's heroic struggle against almost 

insurmountable obstacles, but rather to establish how these impediments and 

obstacles structured and contributed to the discursive invention of McCahon.67 

Among the many enabling possibilities of an unregulated art scene, a 

particularly significant advantage for McCahon was that his friends and 

associates could campaign on his behalf. Because there were no professional art 

critics operating in New Zealand in the 1940s, a friend of McCahon's such as 

the poet, James K. Baxter, without any qualifications or pretensions to art 

criticism, could appoint himself as a champion of the artist and compose one of 

the most spirited and persuasive accounts of the painter and his project. 

Baxter's reservations about judging his friend's painting are readily evident in 

his 1940s letters: though he ladled out a great deal of praise, every ebullient 

remark was checked by a qualifying clause; for instance, after a two paragraph

long meditation on McCahon's Crucifixion According to St Mark (1947) [fig. 

22] Baxter conceded: 'All this just says I was moved by the painting for my 

knowledge is not complete enough for any very adequate remarks.' 68 Yet only 

seven months later he composed an entire article on McCahon. He did not take 

on this role because he suddenly discovered himself as an art critic; rather, 

Baxter used his reservations productively. Thus he wrote: 

[McCahon's] critics seem to be divided into two camps - those who 
regard his work as being on a par with bad posters and those who 
regard it as being original and naYve though technically limited. We do 
not claim expert judgement in matters of art, but we have seen 

67 McCahon has often been characterised, and increasingly mythologized, as a victim of 
widespread critical hostility at the outset of his career. Take, for instance, the following claims 
made in 1997 by Agnes Wood: 'He exhibited all round New Zealand but his early work was 
cruelly criticised. He was particularly hurt by his friend A. R. D. Fairburn's comment, "Was 
McCahon's painting to decorate some celestial lavatory?" You could go as far as calling it 
vilification. He nursed a residual bitterness from which he never recovered. Not even success 
brought easement'. Agnes Wood quoted in Charmian Smith, 'McCahon Bitter to the End', 
Otago Daily Times, 27 September 1997, p. 23. Aside from her mashing ofFairburn's words and 
her invention of a friendship that did not yet exist, Wood's suggestion that hostility of this ilk 
was symptomatic of the artist's relationship with the critics and the public during his early 
career is one of the most enduring elements of the mythology surrounding McCahon. As Tony 
Green complained in 1989: 'Colin McCahon lately has become a stereotypical media figure. 
The hype proposes a response from the depths of woolly-minded sentimental humanism and 
religiosity'. Tony Green, 'McCahon Made Difficult', Art New Zealand, 49 (Summer 1988-
1989), p. 54. Representations of McCahon as a victim of critical cruelty also tend to be self
congratulatory, applauding the wisdom of contemporary writers who now 'understand' the 
artist. 
68 James K. Baxter, to Colin McCahon, 30 November 1947, quoted in Peter Simpson, 'McCahon 
in 1947-48: A New Date, a "Lost" Exhibition & Some Letters', Art New Zealand, 100 (Spring 
2001), p. 93. 



McCahon's work develop over several years and have found that what 
jarred at first became on close acquaintance deeply moving and 
impressive. Knowing that for most critics, opinions and prejudice are 
the same thing, we have gathered by means of casual conversation 
from three well-known artists their opinion of McCahon. All three 
were agreed that McCahon's work possessed power, depth and beauty; 
one ranked him as the most vital artist now painting in New Zealand. 
Hence it is difficult to dismiss him as a poseur and eccentric.69 
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The underlying problem for Baxter was that to a general New Zealand audience 

in 1948 McCahon was 'a poseur and eccentric', and so was any writer who 

acclaimed his work. As an advocate of McCahon, then, Baxter not only had to 

demonstrate that the artist's paintings were valuable and worthwhile, and that 

their maker was of sound mind and body, he also had to legitimate himself as a 

trustworthy commentator. His opening gambit is to extricate himself from the 

role of the expert critic, opting instead for a perspective more akin to that of the 

sleuthing journalist looking on from outside of the debate. To achieve this 

Baxter uses the rhetorical strategies and ideology of anti-intellectualism in a deft 

and strategic fashion. Not only does he overtly distinguish himself from the 

critics, he also explicitly rejects their views; after all: 'for most critics, opinions 

and prejudice are the same thing'. Such statements, and the attitudes they 

articulate, offer a point of entry and identification for the general reader; and, 

given that New Zealand perceived itself as an egalitarian nation populated by 

omnicompetent individuals, the strategy is apposite. In a climate of anti

intellectualism, any claim based on specialist knowledge is suspect precisely 

because it would seem to usurp the authority of the regular bloke. As Richard 

Hofstadter observed in his study of this phenomenon in the American context, 

anti-intellectualism often pivots around the idea that experts have mired 

themselves in book-learnt theory and jargon, which, in this discourse of 

oppositions, is always the antithesis of genuine feeling, emotional experience 

and common-sense. 70 In Baxter's article feeling and emotional experience are 

the basis of his argument; as he explained: 'what jarred at first became [ ... ] 

deeply moving'. He also made it clear that his views were not underwritten by 

academic qualifications, but rather they resulted from the more acceptable 

process of having seen 'McCahon's work develop over several years.' In effect, 

69 Baxter, 'Salvation Army Aesthete?', p. 13. 
70 Richard Hofstadter, Anti-Intellectualism in American Life (London: Jonathan Cape, 1964), p. 
34, pp. 45-46. 
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Baxter productively used his lack of qualifications to commend himself and 

McCahon to the widest possible audience. 

The making of McCahon as a figure of national notoriety also had much to 

do with the artist's intimacy with the foremost do-it-yourself culture-creator in 

New Zealand: Charles Brasch. The most obvious manifestation of Brasch's 

support was in his capacity as editor of Landfall. In the December 194 7 issue, 

the artist was given the privilege of four full-page illustrations.71 Then, in 1950, 

he again illustrated McCahon's work and composed an article on him. 72 As 

Wystan Curnow argues: 

By 1950 [Landfar[J had singled out only two painters for special 
treatment: McCahon and Woollaston. Landfall's record to this point is 
undoubtedly impressive, it amounts to a statement about the way things 
stood with New Zealand painting that could never have been made in 
Art in New Zealand.73 

As well as supporting him through Landfall, Brasch publicly promoted 

McCahon in other ways too. In 1948 he contributed to the organisation of the 

painter's one person show in Dunedin, as well as writing and producing a small 

catalogue essay and a list of the works available for sale. 74 As he did on a 

number of other occasions, Brasch also presided over this opening. The editor 

also promoted the artist's work in the New Zealand Listener, claiming: 

'McCahon is one of the few serious painters in the country with a fresh personal 

vision and the courage to follow where it leads him, and his Otago Peninsula 

landscapes will form, I believe, a landmark in New Zealand painting.' 75 

Beneath the public dimension of Brasch' s various attempts to support and 

canonise McCahon was also an extensive programme of philanthropy and 

mentoring. In the words of Eric McCormick, 'wherever indigenous talent 

existed or was rumoured to exist, there Charles Brasch was certain, sooner or 

71 'Reproductions of Paintings by Colin McCahon', Landfall, 4 (December 1947), illustrations 
featured between pp. 268-269. The illustrations were: River and Hills [i.e. Maitai Valley] 
(1947), The Angel of the Annunciation, (1947), The King of the Jews (1947), and Deposition 
(1947). 
72 Charles Brasch, 'A Note on the Work of Colin McCahon', Landfall, 16 (December 1950), pp. 
337-339. 
73 Curnow, 'Doing Art Criticism', pp. 10-11. 
74 C. B., Exhibition of Paintings, unpaginated. 
75 Brasch, 'Otago's First Century', p. 10. 
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later, to penetrate.' 76 Brasch's 'pursue, purchase and promote' code, along with 

his role as editor of Landfall, made him a powerful figure; his support was 

valued by and, literally, valuable to many writers and artists.77 Janet Frame, for 

instance, perceived Brasch' s endorsement of her work as pivotal to her future as 

a writer; as she put it: 'I sensed that if you didn't appear in Landfall then you 

could scarcely call yourself a writer.' 78 When, in the early 1950s, Brasch 

rejected her first two Landfall submissions Frame was devastated; as she 

recalled: 'I began to realise how much I had invested in my Landfall 

contributions and their acceptance for publication.' 79 Though McCahon was 

somewhat more established and confident than Frame, he too placed 

considerable weight on Brasch' s opinions, and his approval and favour was 

instrumental in the development of the painter's career. Certainly, like Frame, 

McCahon courted this relationship; in June 1947, the painter wrote to Brasch: 

Rodney [Kennedy] has some paintings of mine to be shown at Modem 
Books. Should you have time to write & let me know how they seem 
to you I would be well pleased. I can trust you to be a critic and not a 
pretender as so many are.80 

While this is one of the most overt instances of McCahon soliciting Brasch in 

the role of critic, the artist consistently offered him a privileged viewing 

position in relation to his work: his correspondence during the late 1940s 

included some candid and detailed meditations on artworks, exhibitions, art 

history, the role of the painter, the character of the New Zealand landscape and, 

76 Eric McCormick, 'Charles Brasch, Editor of Landfall', Southerly, 33 (December 1973), p. 
438; quoted in Bruce Harding, 'Man of Words: Charles Brasch: Editor Supremo, Rabbi, & 
Dutch Uncle of New Zealand Literature', Journal of New Zealand Literature, 17 (1999), p. 75. 
77 As J.C. Sturm remarked, Brasch became 'a person of power and influence', and was 'a man 
of considerable private means who could afford to be a patron of the arts, a sort of cultural 
crusader and an always discreet philanthropist'. J. C. Sturm, 'Three Men and Their Mags', 
Landfall, 185 (April 1993), p. 5. A measure ofBrasch's generosity is the fact that he left 461 
artworks, including many of McCahon's major early works, to the University of Otago's 
Boeken Library, and a further 57 were bequeathed to the Dunedin Public Art Gallery. Donald 
Kerr, 'Creating a World of the Imagination', Enduring Legacy: Charles Brasch: Patron, Poet 
and Collector, p. 48. For a thorough account ofBrasch's philanthropy; see: Broadbent, pp. 21-
32. Linda Tyler, 'A Matter of Taste: Charles Brasch as art collector', Enduring Legacy: Charles 
Brasch: Patron, Poet and Collector, pp. 49-56. 
78 Janet Frame, An Angel at my Table (Auckland: Hutchinson of New Zealand, 1984), p. 127, 
quoted in Harding, p. 80. 
79 Frame, An Angel, p. 131; quoted in Harding, p. 80. 
80 McCahon, to Brasch, 20 June 1947, quoted in Simpson, 'McCahon in 1947-48', p. 90. 
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of course, the latest developments in his practice.81 Brasch responded by taking 

McCahon on as a talent in need of fostering, mentoring and finance. Not only 

did he regularly buy works directly from the artist, he also facilitated 

commissions, gifted him money, and funded his study trip to Australia in 1951. 

Yet the extent of the intimacy between these men should not be overstated: 

Brasch was candid about his dislikes and reservations concerning specific works 

and techniques, and McCahon was periodically wounded by some of the 

editor's criticisms. 82 It was, moreover, at the behest of his editorship that 

McCahon became the subject of Fairbum's vitriolic diatribe in the March 1948 

issue of Landfall.83 Yet Brasch was unwavering in his desire to work in the best 

interests of McCahon. After rejecting what he perceived as an unsatisfactory 

suite of drawings, he wrote to the artist: 

I don't think anything less than your best ought to go in; it will only do 
you harm to publish poorer work, and it will harm [Landfall] too, 
giving people the idea that I have no judgement and am merely partial 
to your work as a friend.84 

Brasch's anxieties about provoking accusations of bias and partisanship serve as 

a telling measure of the extent to which he was becoming publicly associated 

with underwriting the artist's career. 

Two other figures among McCahon' s circle who expended considerable 

energy throughout their lives on promoting his cause were the theatre director 

81 Correspondence between Charles Brasch and Colin McCahon from 1947 to 1966 is held at the 
Hocken Library in Dunedin. See: HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002-225; HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002-
226. 
82 As the December 194 7 issue of Landfall hit the shelves, Brasch wrote to McCahon: 'You ask 
about the Crucifixion at the Group Show and the Hutt Valley landscape. Well, I must say that I 
do not like them; but as so often with your work I feel that they may be leading to something 
better. The Crucifixion seems to me to have been plastered onto its background: I find it ugly 
and rather repulsive. I believe most people who saw the Group show thought the same. [ ... ] 
Frankly, Colin, I feel doubtful sometimes whether you're on the right lines at present.' Charles 
Brasch, to Colin McCahon, 12 December 1947, HL, MS-996-1177; quoted in Peter Simpson, 
Answering Hark: McCahon/Caselberg, Painter/Poet (Nelson: Craig Potton Publishing, 2001), 
p. 13. In the same letter he also remarked: 'God forbid that I should mislead you: you shouldn't 
accept either praise or criticism, but chew it over and make use of it if you can, reject it if you 
can't.' Brasch, to McCahon, 12 December 1947, HL, MS-996-1177; quoted in Simpson, 
Answering Hark, p. 19. At times, Brasch's criticisms angered McCahon; when the editor 
rejected and harshly criticised a suite of his illustrations for Landfall McCahon responded by 
refusing to accept the payment he was entitled to; he also defended his work and rather cuttingly 
remarked to the Oxford-educated editor: 'Being a true New Zealander I prefer something more 
hard - more hopeful and with a bit of our own heaven.' McCahon, to Brasch, 24 April 1949, 
HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
83 Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', pp. 46-50. 
84 Brasch, to McCahon, 19 April 1949, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
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and drama teacher, Rodney Kennedy, and the librarian, Ron O'Reilly.85 Both 

regularly purchased his paintings and, through their respective bequests, 

considerably augmented the stocks of his works in various public collections. 86 

Throughout the late 1940s, Kennedy often worked to promote the artist: he 

acted as a critic, correspondent and curator for the artist's 194 7 show at Dunedin 

Modem Books, and he was also closely involved with his 1948 Dunedin Public 

Library show. Similarly, O'Reilly was behind the crucial 1948 exhibition at the 

Wellington Public Library, as he was for the follow-up show in the Lower Hutt 

Public Library.87 

Beneath the actions of supporters such as O'Reilly, Baxter, Kennedy and 

Brasch, what propelled much of McCahon's invention as an artist was his own 

dogged determination to set himself up as an independent, professional painter. 

A necessary part of this strategy was to move beyond the realm of collective 

exhibitions, and begin to present his work in independent one and two-person 

shows. For to exhibit exclusively with associations such as The Group, was 

almost inevitably, to invite reviewers and audiences to think partly in relation to 

the overall state of contemporary New Zealand painting, and to attempt to 

situate his works in relation to those of his peers. 88 Newspaper reviews of The 

Group might accord individual artists a brief mention. In the context of a solo 

show, however, the artist posed himself in the framework of his own oeuvre. 

Yet the effort involved in marking out an independent identity was considerable. \.

The absence of professionally trained curators, installation technicians, dealers, 

public relations consultants and sponsors, meant that McCahon and his do-it-

85 Other figures could also be included in the tally of those who promoted McCahon during this 
period. In an interview with McCahon, Gordon H. Brown asked the artist about his associations 
with the intelligentsia and particularly Beaglehole during the late 1940s; he remarked that 
Beaglehole 'was a very good guy, and we saw quite a lot of him for the simple reason that he 
lived in the next street, when we got our flat up in Karori.' McCahon, 'Transcription of an 
Interview with Colin McCahon', 14 March 1979, Hocken Library, Gordon Harold Brown: 
Papers (Misc-MS-1121), Misc-MS-1121/001, p. 17. 
86 The extent of Kennedy's donation to the Hocken Library, Dunedin, is described in: Tim 
Garrity and others, The Kennedy Gift (Dunedin: Hocken Library, 1990). For a sustained 
analysis of Rodney Kennedy's relationship with McCahon and his bequests and gifts to public 
institutions see Dingwall, 'Rodney Kennedy', pp. 134-145. For details about O'Reilly's support 
of the arts and ofMcCahon see: 'R. N. O'Reilly', Bulletin: The Robert McDougall Art Gallery, 
23 (September/October 1982), pp. 1-2; R. N. O'Reilly, 'Introduction', Colin McCahon: A 
Survey Exhibition (Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, 1972), pp. 7-15. 
87 O'Reilly, Survey Exhibition, pp. 7-10. 
88 It could also be argued that the artist's tendency to foreground himself is reflected in the large, 
distinctive signatures he inscribed on his works. 
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yourself supporters were intimately involved in all these facets of his work's 

presentation. Beyond the considerable demands of this multi-tasking, the 

decision to hold a series of solo shows at various locations throughout the nation 

was remarkably bold for an artist in his twenties. Five independent shows in 

eighteen months during the late 1940s was not only a considerable feat, it was 

unprecedented one; it constituted a very public declaration of his intense 

dedication to the practice of painting. In practical and pragmatic terms, an 

undertaking of this scale was commercially unsound, for these were not small 

exhibitions: in his Wellington show in February 1948 McCahon had forty-two 

artworks on display; at the Dunedin exhibition in September, he showed twenty

seven. The cost of packing and freighting these works alone would have been 

considerable, but they were offered at paltry prices, sales were few and the 

entire exercise was by no means lucrative. What is even more remarkable is 

that McCahon was then living in a serious state of impoverishment, which 

underlines his ambitiousness and his determination to establish himself as a 

major artist. 89 

While there is no question that cafes, bookshops and libraries were less than 

ideal exhibition venues, McCahon could also be seen as advantaged by this 

circumstance in a number of respects. His three public library exhibitions in 

1948 worked in his favour because it brought his work to the attention of 

spectators who would not necessarily have made the journey to an art gallery. 

89 As his correspondence with Brasch indicates, McCahon was periodically forced to market his 
works to secure sales, and these efforts are extremely telling. Over one potential sale he wrote 
to Brasch: 'The little landscape (Maitai Valley) the first of the Landfall reproductions is for sale 
- but Rodney [Kennedy] told me some time back ifit was for sale I was to give you first option. 
So this is it £15-15. It seems a hell of a lot but I've been offered that in Wellington for it. [ ... ] I 
have apparently there painted a popular picture - here a list of 5 or 6 buyers for it - I am 
surprised. I hope this doesn't annoy you. I don't stand forcing a sale here - but felt it only right 
after what I heard to give you the first offer of the picture.' McCahon, to Brasch, 2 February 
1948, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. When Brasch confirmed that he wanted to buy McCahon 
wrote back: 'am pleased you want the picture. The Wellington price is £15-15 but I have a habit 
of selling at less than my official prices to selected victims. Those making money pay the full 
price, the less well off and usually the more interested make me an offer - it has been down to 
£1 or £2. I shall put you amongst these. Paintings I like I prefer to have in good hands.' 
McCahon, to Brasch, undated [February 1948), HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. The almost 
apologetic tone of this correspondence suggests that McCahon found it extremely difficult to 
promote and market his works. Yet he was often short of money during this period and clearly 
each sale had an impact on his financial situation. In 1949, for instance, he wrote to Brasch 
about a painting: 'Do you want to keep it now or not? There's no price decided on but suggest 
15-20 as my price but you make any offer you think is right (from 5 guineas). Am shifting in 4 
weeks and need some beds and so on for the house.' McCahon, to Brasch, undated [June 1949), 
HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
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His paintings shown in the Lower Hutt Public Library, for instance, were 

positioned 'right in the main lending room, on the high match-lining above the 

shelves' .90 In this prominent and public spot, visitors soon noticed McCahon's 

work; according to O'Reilly, it 'was like tossing a stone into a swarm ofbees.' 91 

A further advantage of using such venues was that he did not have to wait for 

public institutions to acknowledge him or his work as exhibition worthy. Nor 

did he have to deal with curators or galleries determining which works would be 

shown, or how many, or in what sequence. He was not pigeonholed into a 

grouping of any kind, and he did not have to reckon with the policies, 

procedures and regulations of state sponsored funding bodies. The almost 

complete absence of an art market for paintings such as McCahon' s at least 

meant that in 1948 he never thought to be disappointed by the 'commercial 

realities' of his programme. My point is not that these lacks and absences made 

the public invention of McCahon any easier, but that there were upsides to 

operating in a relatively unregulated territory. The absence of a supportive 

artworld infrastructure was the 'great good fortune that surrounded [his] youth', 

at least to the extent that it forced him and his allies to think in do-it-yourself 

terms.92 Because they hovered on the edge of the arts scene, they had a great l 
deal of success in taking McCahon' s work to a diverse general audience and 

establishing him as the New Zealand artist. 1 
----$1 

[IV} Marketing McCahon 

No matter how ambitious and exhibited McCahon was, and no matter how 

supportive and helpful his friends were, these actions alone were not what 

brought the artist to the public's attention in 1948. While the artist made the 

paintings, and while he and his friends promoted them, it was the discourse they 

prompted over and above the words they proffered that made him into a 

controversial public figure. What I wish to consider here, then, is how 

McCahon' s supporters marketed him in such a way that engendered so much 

attention. 

Pitching McCahon in the public context was not an easy task: as an artist in 

90 O'Reilly, Survey Exhibition, p. 10. 
91 O'Reilly, Survey Exhibition, p. 10. 
92 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 364. 
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his late twenties who was not residing in most of the cities where his work was 

shown and whose name and profile was unknown beyond the milieu of the 

artworld there was little to build on. Biblical figure painting was not 

particularly fashionable during this period. Yet, while public interest might not 

necessarily be aroused by religious paintings from a relatively unknown painter, 

the promise of a brewing controversy, or of exhibits that would 'shock' or 

'startle' viewers, was the perfect hook. From early 1948 onwards, this was the 

angle that the promoters exploited. 

The first of McCahon' s exhibitions that became a media event was his 

show at the Wellington Public Library in February 1948. In the earliest public 

account of this exhibition, before the artist's painting was the subject of any 

published hostility, the artworks were represented as having the power to 

disturb, shock and unsettle audiences. According to the Southern Cross's 

reviewer, E. C. Simpson: 

the Wellington Public Library startles us with a display of the 
unorthodox in painting. The complete absence of polite parlour tricks 
and freedom from the savour of art as a plaything for the wealthy 
makes Colin McCahon's pictures come as a breathtaking shock.93 

Simpson was right: within a week two viewers, both of whom testified to 

serious shock, had their protestations published in the 'Letters to the Editor' 

column of the Southern Cross.94 That both were published under the heading 

'Art Criticism' was apt, because both correspondents attacked the critic's 'error' 

of judgement, and his failure to see that these were 'aberrant' paintings. As the 

more succinct letter put it: 

Your contributor, E. C. Simpson, says that Colin McCahon's 
exhibition of pictures at the Public Library is a worth-while artistic 
effort. I assert that it is a collection of hideous daubs. Which of us is 
right?95 

Simpson's review inaugurated the process by which McCahon became a 

controversial artist. Throughout 1948, affirmative commentaries about his work 

provoked a medley of 'Letters to the Editor' objecting to this verdict. As with 

Simpson's review in the Southern Cross, Beaglehole's positive write-up of 

McCahon's Wellington Public Library show in the New Zealand Listener 

93 Simpson, 'McCahon's Raw Paintings', 10 February 1948, p. 3. 
94 Austin, 17 February 1948, p. 3; B. S. Barnett, 17 February 1948, p. 3. 
95 Austin, 17 February 1948, p. 4. 
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incited protest: 'P. W. R. (Timaru)', for instance, felt compelled to dispute the 

author's 'lyrical adulation' of McCahon's work, contending instead 'that the 

whole exhibition was an insult to one's intelligence.' 96 The New Zealand 

Listener continued to publish letters of this ilk as well as sympathetic ones on 

McCahon for the next three months. Public sentiment, or at least public 

sentiment as evidenced by the smattering of published 'Letters to the Editor' in 

various newspapers, magazines and journals throughout the country, 

consistently testified to a violent dislike of the painter. Art historical custom 

might decree that such protests from the general public have no place in a 

scholarly analysis of McCahon; certainly, it is the case that these writings are 

not particularly instructive in terms of a formal or iconographic analysis of the 

painter's art.97 Nor is there any denying that most of these letters are loaded 

with vitriolic, sanctimonious and inflammatory claims bound up in a self

righteous rhetoric of mockery and condemnation; but, nonetheless, they are 

integral to an analysis of the evolution of the artist's career. For the 'Letters to 

the Editor' that were published in an array of New Zealand newspapers, 

magazines and journals were precisely what helped to keep McCahon in the 

public eye. This dynamic, where each positive review incited a volley of 

protests, was skilfully harnessed by the artist's supporters and ultimately 

installed him as a high profile public figure. 

By the middle of 1948 there was sufficient evidence in the public domain to 

cement McCahon's reputation as a controversial and difficult painter, and this 

was the discursive template that his promoters deployed. Brasch, for instance, 

opened his catalogue essay with the suggestion that: 'Colin McCahon's 

paintings startle and even shock us at first sight', while Baxter began by noting: 

'The painting of Colin McCahon has lately aroused considerable controversy' .98 

In both cases, the promise of shock or the proliferation of a controversy became 

a justification for the texts and the allure of the pictures they discussed. It 

96 P. W.R., p. 5. 
97 As Brown remarked: 'In his early religious paintings McCahon aimed for ease of 
understanding. Their reception by the public, however, was generally hostile. McCahon came 
to see himself as a man who society had no wish to listen to. People were unwilling to 
contemplate the truths his pictures contained; they found them visually unbearable. Most of the 
criticism was asinine, bigoted, and unworthy of serious consideration.' Gordon H. Brown, 'The 
Autobiographical Factor', Colin McCahon: Gates and Journeys (Auckland: Auckland City Art 
Gallery and Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council, 1988), p. 14. 
98 Baxter, 'Salvation Army Aesthete?', p. 13. 
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offered a strategy and context for narrating the artist in the public realm, 

because for a mainstream readership controversial figures are inherently 

newsworthy. This is not to say that the advocates of McCahon endeavoured to 

sensationalise his work in a trivial or debasing fashion; on the contrary, such 

controversy demonstrated to these writers that they would need to be patient, 

cautious and calm in their explanations of his work.99 Nonetheless, they had 

found the perfect hook, and they exploited it for all it was worth. 

While the overwhelming majority of critics supported McCahon, there were 

two exceptions to this rule. The first was Fairburn, who took issue with the 

painter's contribution to The Group show of 1947. Fairburn claimed: 

It is, I think, fairly obvious that Mr. McCahon (a man of talent) is 
trying to get away from the sort of dullness I was complaining about a 
moment ago. The motive is an excellent one; the mode of escape not 
so admirable. The homespun pretentiousness of these drawings 
distressed me. Even though they successfully avoid all the vices of the 
genteel style of painting, they substitute no virtues that can be 
perceived with the naked eye. In design, in colour, in quality of line, in 
every normal attribute of good painting, they are completely lacking. 
Is it possible that they have a meaning not to be picked up by the naked 
eye? Have they some profound religious revelation for us? I can only 
say that I suspect not. They might pass as graffiti on the walls of some 
celestial lavatory - say in an Aimee MacPherson temple - but that is 
about all. Pretentious hocus of this kind [ ... ] is bad for the politics of 
art: it gives the philistines a rod to beat the backs of those painters who 
want to escape from the encircling gloom of the Academy by other and 
more legitimate means.100 

A further declamatory review ofMcCahon's work appeared in the University of 

Otago' s student newspaper Critic; in this instance, the main target was the 

fourth issue of Landfall, where a selection of the artist's paintings had been 

illustrated in black and white. Beneath the subheading 'Art or Ugliness?' the 

authors wrote: 

Lastly two clean pages in the middle of [Landfall no. 4] are dirtied by 
certain scorings and smudgings that purport to be religious art. The 
paintings of Colin McCahon seem to us a bastard product of a 
mesalliance between William Blake and Georges Rouault, though we 
must admit that the lavatory bowl in The King of the Jews is pure 
McCahon, unless he owes it to the 'Harpic' ads. A certain amount of 
crude correspondence between lines and balancing of forms is thought 
enough to atone for some of the ugliest figures ever seen. Distortion 

99 In Baxter's article, for instance, he structures the text around what he describes as: 'three main 
difficulties found in the appreciation ofMcCahon.' Baxter, 'Salvation Army Aesthete?', p. 13. 
10° Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', pp. 49-50. 



can be used for comic effect as with James Thurber, or it can be 
sincere, but we suspect that where McCahon is not a servile imitator of 
Rouault, without the latter's verve, he is a mere poseur. This is borne 
out by the contrived atrociousness of the written titles, one of which 
issues balloon-like from a figure, in the best comic-strip style. 
McCahon is following a usual modern road to fame in striving to be 
outrageously different, but little else.101 

191 

These two paragraphs - abusive and acerbic though they are - constitute the 

entirety of the hostility articulated by the critics during 1948. Contrary to the 

enduring myth of McCahon as a victim of critical incomprehension and 

sustained assault, the majority of reviewers penned considered accounts of his 

work and were enthused by his arrival on the scene. Witheford, for instance, -f

characterised the artist's exhibits as 'deeply satisfying and possessed of an 

extraordinary gladness.' 102 Beaglehole detected considerable evidence of the 

artist's 'individual mind', and asserted that the best among his paintings could 

'stand up to real critical study as very few of the too numerous annual shows 

do.' 103 Brasch argued that McCahon was 'one of the few painters in the country 

r ~ with fresh personal vision and the courage to follow where it leads him.' 104 

Baxter reported that one well-known painter 'ranked [McCahon] as the most 

vital artist now painting in New Zealand' and allowed that his work had 'a fire 

and originality which sets it apart from that of most New Zealand painters.' 105 

E. C. Simpson was even more fulsome in his praise, as he claimed that 

McCahon's paintings embodied 'an audacious and original vision in a tradition 

as old as religion itself.' 106 In a belated review of The Group show of 1948, 

Summers concluded that: 'there are elements of greatness in Mr McCahon's 

paintings.' 107 In his autobiography, Summers recalled that in his first draft he 

used the term 'great artist', but the editor would not publish this phrase. 108 As 

these testimonials demonstrate, not only did McCahon receive a considerable 

number of favourable reviews, he was in fact rapidly ranked as one of the 

nation's best. The courage, vigour and vitality that critics identified as 

characteristic of his painting would seem to have inspired them to an equal 

101 E. & K., 11 March 1948, p. 3. 
102 Witheford, p.161. 
103 'McCahon's Pictures', 5 March 1948, p. 7. 
104 C. B., Exhibition of Paintings, unpaginated. 
105 Baxter, 'Salvation Army Aesthete?', p. 13. 
106 Simpson, 'McCahon's Raw Paintings', 10 February 1948, p. 3. 
107 Summers, 'Commentaries', p. 63. 
108 John Summers, Dreamscape 1 (Christchurch: Pisces Print, 1991), p. 265. 
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measure of boldness; by the end of 1948, he was firmly cast in the role of the 

New Zealand artist. 

Of the two paragraphs that disparaged his art, there is no evidence to 

suggest that the review in the student newspaper, Critic, ever attracted any 

attention at the time of its issue. Fairbum's words, however, published in the 

Nationalist heartland of Landfall, were a different matter entirely. The 'celestial 

lavatory' jibe has often been touted as symptomatic of New Zealand critics' 

attitude towards McCahon during 1948. Yet, as the preceding survey indicates, 

it would be more accurate to say that Fairburn was the exception rather than the 

rule in this matter. This argument is also confirmed by the fact that his views 

were contested and critiqued almost as soon as they were circulated. Witheford, 

for instance, wrote: 

I found Colin McCahon's recent religious paintings so moving and A. 
R. D. Fairburn's comments on them [ ... ] so urbanely blind that I must 
attempt some protest. After Mr Fairburn had observed that these 
pictures are lacking in all the normal attributes of good painting he 
'went on to enquire whether they had 'a meaning not to be picked up by 
the naked eye [ ... ] some profound religious revelation for us' and to 
answer 'I suspect not.' There seems to be some confusion beneath the 
jocularity of this enquiry. 109 

It was not so much Fairbum's words in their original context that left a 

remarkable residue on the discourse about McCahon, but rather his words as 

they were repeated by artist's supporters - as symbolic sound-bites - that made 

them famous. A similar causality is evident in relation to Baxter's article; rather 

than a direct assault on Fairburn, however, he wittily made a joke at Fairbum's 

expense, by suggesting that: 

The art of Colin McCahon has a fire and originality which sets it apart 
from that of most New Zealand painters. A. R. D. Fairburn is perhaps 
in some of his bush paintings the nearest to him in method and 
feeling. 110 

On one level, this critical polarisation within Nationalism, or at least Fairbum's 

dispute with what became the intelligentsia's prevailing appraisal ofMcCahon's 

109 Witheford, p.161. 
110 Baxter, 'Salvation Army Aesthete?', p. 13. Baxter's reference to 'bush paintings' can be 
read as a remark about Fairburn's paintings of New Zealand's indigenous woodlands and 
forests. It also signifies in a similar fashion to the term 'bush lawyer' - a colloquial label 
referring to a lay-person pretending to have knowledge of the law. 'Bush paintings', then, are 
those produced by a lay-person pretending to have knowledge of painting. 
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work, served to demonstrate that for all their prescriptions, paintings and 

theorising, those desiring a 'truly New Zealand' style had no consensus over 

what it might look like. The more immediate effect of Fairburn's heckles, 

though, was that, first, they provoked others to defend the artist, and, second, 

they also helped to compose a template for his modelling. From 1948 onwards, 

McCahon would continually be presented to the public as a victim of hostile, 

unjust and ignorant criticism. Fairburn's legacy, then, was not only to 

accelerate the growth of McCahon's reputation but also to condition the terms in 

which it would often be framed. 

[V] Presenting McCahon the Man 

Thus far, I have argued that the process of McCahon's public creation and the 

extent of its success during 1948 was not, primarily, an effect of an artworld 

support system. Rather, the strategies that made him into a public figure were 

forged and deployed as do-it-yourself alternatives prompted by the lacks and 

limitations of the venues, structures and forums available to aspiring young 

artists. As Tony Green observed of this period, part of the problem was that 

New Zealand culture had not yet reached the point where 'the role of the artist 

was already fostered and to some degree socially justified.' 111 Thus, a 

paramount concern of McCahon' s supporters was to legitimate his identity as an 

artist, and this is readily evident in the way in which his biography was woven 

into the discourses on his art. 112 Artwriting during this period was consistently 

marked by the idea that healthy strong vigorous virile works could only come 

from healthy strong vigorous virile artists; thus, a negative verdict on the 

artworks often led to a negative verdict about the producer, and vice versa. The 

discussion around McCahon during 1948, therefore, was often concerned as 

much about a body of paintings as it was about the body that produced them, 

and the credentials of the man were an integral feature of a number of the 

reviews. 

Often the belief in symmetry between art and maker worked against 

McCahon to the extent that the ridicule of his painting was almost inevitably 

lll Green, 'McCahon Made Difficult', p. 54. 
112 Of course, ad hominem analysis was inevitable in a small and insular culture, where criticism 
was proffered only by those untrained in the analysis of visual art, and where the commentators 
generally knew the artist personally. 
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conterminous with claims about his failings as a man. For instance, on the basis 

of what was characterised as the 'contrived atrociousness' of his work, the 

Critic reviewers deduced that McCahon was 'a mere poseur.' 113 Fairburn's 

Landfall commentary on The Group show of 194 7 also reached beyond the 

paintings to the painter. Although every other figure identified in his review 

was described without title, McCahon was accorded the appendage of 'Mr'; this 

functions as a sneering evocation of what Fairburn perceived and repeatedly 

labelled as the artist's 'pretentious' character. 114 In a society that had created a 

complex mythology based upon a fantasy of cultural and social egalitarianism, 

an accusation of gentrification, the putting on of airs, was a particularly serious 

charge. 115 While Fairburn's text would seem to concede ground in the 

characterisation of McCahon as 'a man with talent', the concession actually 

served to magnify the assault, by posing him as a good painter responsible for 

shockingly bad paintings. Those who wrote to the newspapers also made 

assumptions about the artist on the basis of his work. For instance, in response 

to his February 1948 show at the Wellington Public Library, a number of 

detractors called the artist's ability into question: 'Perhaps it is old-fashioned to 

expect an artist to be able to draw correctly, or even to make a recognisable 

attempt at a figure study' wrote a somewhat bewildered viewer hailing from 

Timaru.116 

Though their intentions and observations were markedly different, those 

who promoted McCahon were equally eager to blend their commentaries on the 

paintings with a commentary on the artist. The supporters' profiles of the artist 

were carefully constructed in terms designed to make him more readily 

acceptable to a mainstream New Zealand audience, or, at least, they elided any 

detail that might serve to unsettle potential converts. Particularly instructive are 

the claims made by Baxter, who wrote ofMcCahon: 

113 E. & K., 11 March 1948, p. 3. 
114 Fairburn, 'Art in Canterbury', p. 49. 
115 Bill Pearson, 'Fretful Sleepers: A Sketch of New Zealand Behaviour and its Implications for 
the Artist', Landfall, 23 (September 1952), pp. 201-230; reprinted with corrections in Bill 
Pearson, Fretful Sleepers and Other Essays (Auckland: Heinemann Educational Books, 1974), 
pp. 1-32. According to Pearson: ' "Being different" in New Zealand means "trying to be 
superior". [ ... ] There is no place in normal New Zealand society for a man who is different. 
[ ... ] It is not only difference suggesting social superiority the New Zealander fears, it is any 
variation from the norm.' Pearson, 'Fretful Sleepers', p. 6. 
116 P. W. R., p. 5. 
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He is now in Christchurch, and is making a livelihood by helping 
produce miniatures and jewellery, thus supporting a wife and three 
children. He endured three half-years at the School of Art; he has 
worked as a builder, also in innumerable labouring jobs, the most 
reputable being that of the ladies lavatory attendant and swan-feeder in 
Wellington. On meeting McCahon one is struck by his obvious 
sincerity and admirable sense ofhumour.117 

Behind the facade of comic effect, Baxter's strategy for contextualising 

McCahon was to demonstrate that he did not conform to any of the negative 

stereotypes, diagnoses or preconceptions attending popular images of the 

Modem artist or the intellectual. The listing of McCahon's various and varied 

litany of casual and inauspicious jobs functions, in a number of respects, as an 

integral step in a strategy of masculinist recuperation on the artist's behalf. 

Baxter was attempting to prove that although he was an artist, he was no self

absorbed, impractical reject from the world of real men's activities, but rather a 

capable and versatile jack-of-all-trades. For during this period a number of 

commentators insisted that the New Zealand artist had to be part of the 

community and the everyday world. As Fairburn put it: 

I can't very willingly accept the idea of the 'artist' as a special being: 
abstracted from his human context of working, paying taxes, 
cricketing, boozing, tupping and all the rest of it. 118 

In playing up McCahon's status as a capable worker and man of the everyday 

world, Baxter also aimed to establish that the artist's lifestyle and experiences 

were not significantly different from those of mainstream New Zealanders. The 

logic was that if McCahon could be presented as both an artist and a regular 

New Zealander, then the concerns of his art might not be too far away from 

those of the wider community and, therefore, a general audience might find 

relevance in his work. 

Baxter's identification of McCahon's source of income allowed him to 

side-step another set of problems, which arose from the fact that the artist's 

work had little in the way of commodity value. The difficulty was that in a 

society where a man's identity was generally viewed as inextricable from his 

economic function, McCahon's commitment to non-profit activity was suspect. 

In a patriarchal regime such as 1940s New Zealand, financial dependence and 

117 Baxter, 'Salvation Army Aesthete?', p. 13. 
118 A. R. D. Fairburn, to Frank Sargeson, 26 November 1947, The Letters of A. R. D. Fairburn, 
Lauris Edmond, ed., (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1981 ), p. 176. 
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non-profit activities were associated with women, children and the elderly; it 

was vitally important, then, to demonstrate that while McCahon was an artist, he 

was also a tax-paying, 'contributing' member of New Zealand society who was 

able to work in the masculine alfresco world. 119 Discussing his inauspicious 

occupations - from toilet cleaner to labourer - also inferred that his livelihood 

was meagre, which would allay any potential concern that he was in it for the 

money; instead, it underlined the purity of his motives, and his sincerity, 

humility and commitment. 

Baxter's references to McCahon's sexuality, demeanour and education are 

similarly strategic. The description of the artist as a heterosexual family man, 

with sincerity and humour to boot, would seem to affirm that he had not rejected 

the conventions and prescriptions to which New Zealand men were expected to 

adhere. 120 Similarly, Baxter's reference to the artist's education - he 'endured' 

it over three years, coping with only half a year at a time - bespeaks and 

overcomes three problems in relation to the presentation of the artist. First, 

Baxter was endeavouring to present this painter as a new kind of artist, a figure 

who was largely unprecedented in New Zealand; it was important, therefore, to 

downplay his education because his McCahon could not exist as a product of 

the old system. Rather he was a self-made man, an original figure whose 

existence could only be understood as a form of self-invention. Second, Baxter 

also trivialised McCahon' s training because tertiary education was a privilege 

reserved for a relatively small percentage of the population, and, moreover, art 

schools were overwhelmingly dominated by female students. When McCahon 

arrived at art school in Dunedin, only two other males were enrolled. 121 Thus, if 

Baxter had given weight to McCahon' s art school education, this would draw 

attention to the problematical class and gender associations he was attempting to 

119 As was apparent in Angus's correspondence with Fairburn cited in Chapter Four, the issue of 
artists and particularly writers receiving state funding was hotly contested in the 1940s. What 
prompted debate was the proposal for and subsequent invention of the New Zealand Literary 
Fund in August 1946. Fairburn was particularly vocal in his opposition to this organisation, 
having what his biographer, Denys Trussell, describes as: 'a distaste for the basic notion of the 
State supporting creative writers. [ ... ] [Fairburn] suspected the Fund would patronise the wrong 
kind of writer - in particular the homosexual and the solitary with no family responsibilities'. 
Denys Trussell, Fairburn (Auckland: Auckland University Press and Oxford University Press, 
1984), p. 249. 
12° For a sustained account of the period's perceptions about the character and expected behavior 
of men and of artists see: Pearson, 'Fretful Sleepers', pp. 1-32. 
121 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 363. 
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displace. Third, Baxter also sought to assure his readers that the artist was no 

fan of institutionalised tertiary education so as to extricate him from any 

association with 'the Intellectual', a figure of disrepute in the New Zealand 

context.122 Lurking beneath Baxter's remarks is the belief that New Zealanders 

disapproved of anyone too closely associated with education, or at least anyone 

who made a fuss about it. Certainly, this case was proposed at the time by Bill 

Pearson; in his influential 1952 essay 'Fretful Sleepers: A Sketch of New 

Zealand Behaviour and its Implications for the Artist', he presented a vivid and 

compassionately argued sociological profile of the nation's inhabitants. 123 He 

contended that under the regime of New Zealand's masculinist culture: 

Any man who thinks or reads beyond the immediate requirements of 
getting a good job is a fool, 'wet,' 'gormless', 'dilberry', etc. Baiting 
him is the good sport of the enterprising wag. A method (used even 
among training college students) is to pick up another man's book, to 
read aloud a sentence without attempting at comprehension as if to 
demonstrate that the words meant nothing but were the mutually 
flattering cult-lingo of a class of intellectuals pretending to be better 
than the ordinary chap.124 

As John Newton argues, the unsustainable epistemological foundations of 

Pearson's methodology and his over-determined image of national homogeneity 

trouble his essay's claims to represent the behaviours or characteristics of New 

Zealanders. 125 However, as a representation of the Nationalists' perceptions as 

to the relationship between a masculinist rhetoric of anti-intellectualism and the 

men engaged with cultural production or consumption, Pearson's analysis 

readily explains why Baxter represented McCahon almost as a victim of 

education, rather than a benefactor. 

122 Within the writings on McCahon, there is a long tradition of denying or downplaying the 
extent of his education. For instance, in A Concise History of New Zealand Painting Dunn 
claimed: 'Mostly McCahon was self-taught, a fact that freed him to some extent from the style 
and approaches of the art schools.' Dunn, Concise History, p. 105. In a similar vein Tomory 
remarked: 'It is an interesting fact that neither McCahon nor Woollaston had more than a few 
months of formal tuition.' Tomory, 'Can't Be Taught', p. 3. 
123 Pearson, 'Fretful Sleepers', pp. 1-32. Pearson recalled: 'Once in a hotel lavatory an art 
student and I were talking of Peter McIntyre's drawings when a little man piped up that he was a 
returned man from the first war and he knew what we were talking about but there was no need 
to let the whole lavatory know. [ ... ] The New Zealander fears ideas that don't result in 
increased crop-yield or money or home comforts. The wise man never mentions his learning, 
after the same pattern as the popular ideal of the returned soldier who never mentions his 
battles.' Pearson, 'Fretful Sleepers', p. 11. 
124 Pearson, 'Fretful Sleepers', 22. 
125 John Newton, 'Homophobia and the Social Pattern: Sargeson's Queer Nation', Landfall, 199 
(March2000), pp. 91-105. 
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The strategic nature of Baxter's biography of McCahon - and, particularly, 

his desire to make the artist socially acceptable - is even more readily apparent 

when we look at what it leaves out and how it varies from the artist's telling in 

the late 1960s. While Baxter implied that tuition was a chore and a bore for 

McCahon, the artist himself consistently described his education in positive 

terms. He always gave the impression of having found his time at Dunedin's 

King Edward Technical School worthwhile, rewarding and exciting. McCahon 

characterised his beginnings as fortunate because: 

no fashions existed at all (and from the Dunedin School of Art at that 
time, and now, no Diploma of Fine Arts was given). Nothing more 
came from the School but a love of painting and a tentative technique; 
the painter's life for me was exemplified by the life and work of R. N. 
Field.126 

These are hardly the recollections of an artist who could be said to have 

'endured' his education. 127 

Baxter's image of McCahon as a dedicated husband and family man is also 

difficult to reconcile with actualities of the artist's life. At the very moment 

when Baxter made him out to be committed to both his marital and paternal 

duties the artist was in fact estranged from his wife and children: from late 

February in 1948 until Easter of 1949, McCahon's wife Anne returned to her 

parents' home, along with their children; Colin, meanwhile, boarded in 

Christchurch. It took him more than a year to find a house where the family 

could be reunited and part of the reason for this delay, beyond the national 

housing shortage, was that landlords were reluctant to rent accommodation to an 

126 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 364. 
127 Peter Entwisle astutely observed that the understatement of McCahon's education stems in 
part from the artist's own claim that he 'did winter terms at the school and worked in Nelson in 
the summer'. McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 363. As Entwisle argues: 'The picture McCahon 
paints is perhaps a little too fond. The impression he gives of a casual attendance during winter 
terms only, while enjoying summers in the north, seems a little exaggerated. We have seen that 
he did start his first year late, but the school of art in those days required its students to attend 
regularly and kept a record of attendance which was presumably used to qualify candidates to 
enter examinations. [ ... ] It would have been difficult for McCahon to enter for exams two years 
in a row while attending only during winter terms. Indeed the exams themselves were held 
about the end of November at the end of the spring term when McCahon must have been present 
to sit them. It seems that in retrospect he exaggerated the extent to which he was a blithe spirit, 
coming and going as he pleased. [ ... ] The point is laboured because a belief has grown up that 
McCahon had virtually no formal teaching in art at all - that he was in effect self-taught. [ ... ] 
So far from this being the case, he was as formally trained in art as anyone in New Zealand 
could then expect to be'. Peter Entwisle, 'R. N. Field and his Circle: The Birth of Modernism in 
New Zealand Painting' (unpublished text, Dunedin: Dunedin Public Art Gallery, 1999), p. 343. 
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artist who did not have a permanent job. 128 During 1948, moreover, the artist 

was also conducting an extra-marital affair, which placed a considerable strain 

on the McCahons' marriage. 129 The point here is not to rebuke Baxter, but 

rather to register that his image of the artist is very much conditioned in relation 

to its function; to defend and celebrate the painter, a little choreography of the 

facts was very much in order. 

Clearly, then, it was not only McCahon's paintings that were up for 

discussion: his character and intentions were also subjected to considerable and 

conflicting account. As with much of the period's artwriting, painter and 

painting were posed as if the latter was simply a two-dimensional reflection of 

the former. As a consequence of this approach, McCahon's identity became an 

integral feature of the critical discourse about his art; within the context of the 

1948 debate, the works were either proof of his masculinity or evidence of his 

failings as a man. 

[VI] Preaching McCahon 

The aspect of McC~hon' s invention that is probably most central to explaining 

his breakthrough in 1948 is the one that I have so far left lurking in the margins 

of my text: his paintings. Thus, in the final section of this chapter I intend to 

look closely at what McCahon's supporters saw in his art, and why it inspired 

them to contribute to his public invention. 

It might be expected that the artist's use of boldly inscribed words would 

have been a key point of excitement and engagement for McCahon' s critics. In 

retrospect, this appears as a major innovation within his arsenal of strategies.130 

128 The troubles over finding a new home began in February 1948, and his correspondence gives 
some indication of his difficulty and desperation. During this period McCahon wrote to Brasch: 
'we will be out of the house by [March], we are to be gone very soon, at the end of the month or 
shortly afterwards. And goodness knows where we are going to. There is nothing here. So we 
hope to find something - rather hopefully - around Wellington, Hutt Valley. [ ... ] Failing that we 
thought of Cromwell or Alexandra - do you know of anyone there who could help by sending us 
news of empty houses - we can live in most slum like conditions if necessary.' McCahon, to 
Brasch, undated [February 1948], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
129 Entwisle, 'Birth of Modernism', p. 363. 
130 The practice of painting words made its first appearance in McCahon's painting during 1944. 
By 1945 his use of words extended beyond the name of a landscape to a more general kind of 
identification where the words reiterate what is seen, and prompt reflection on the relations 
between text and image. During the late 1940s, in works such as The Valley of Dry Bones 
(1947), speech bubbles made a brief cameo in McCahon's art. In 1948, with the abnegation of 
mise en scene in The Virgin and Child Compared, the artist began to use words without any 
supporting apparatus. Then, in the late 1950s, text took on an even more pronounced role 
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Of course, the enduring significance of this discovery was not apparent in 1948, 

but, even so, it was a radical, distinctive and inspired gesture in its original 

context. 131 However the only writer who fully endorsed this practice was 

Baxter, who noted that he found the 'tags of speech [ ... ] surprisingly 

successful.' 132 By contrast, Brasch informed the artist that he thought the 

strategy was ugly and even childish, though publicly he passed over the matter 

in tactful silence. 133 In spite of his ardent support for McCahon, Summers took 

iss-qe with the device: 

The words issuing from the mouths of some of Colin McCahon's 
figures (after the manner of comic strips) reinforce my feeling that the 
artist has not packed his total meaning into the chosen medium of 
paint. Writing seems to me as out of place here as the twittering of 
birds in a pastoral symphony. The thing is to make the paint say 

h. 134 everyt mg. 

As with his detractors, the majority of McCahon's supporters harboured serious 

doubts about the efficacy of this practice. 135 

Yet in spite of their scepticism about the painted words, McCahon's 

promoters were able and willing to overlook it because they were enthralled by 

his use of Christianity. 136 This is immediately evident in the sorts of paintings 

where, for instance, in works such as Dark Dark (1957), The Elias Triptypch, (1959) and The 
Wake: A Poem by John Caselberg (1958), words exploded across much of the surfaces of his 
work. While it is possible to describe the evolution of text in McCahon's work in a 
chronological manner, it would, however, be misleading to infer that the artist's use of this 
device has a readily discernible or incremental trajectory; on the contrary, its application is both 
spasmodic and variable. For instance, at the time when McCahon produced paintings such as 
The Elias Triptych, he was also flirting with entirely abstract works, such as Painting of 1958. 
Nonetheless, he continued to paint words on a regular basis up until the end of his career in the 
early 1980s. 
131 It was relatively unprecedented among his contemporaries, but nonetheless the artist's 
earliest inscriptions, which operate in the topographical fashion as unequivocal signposts of a 
given landscape's real world referent, recall at least two local practices that McCahon's early 
audience may well have been familiar with: first, the legends on nineteenth-century photographs 
of New Zealand - such as those McCahon's grandfather, William Ferrier, produced; and, 
second, the calligraphic script found on coastal views produced by European artists and 
topographers. 
132 Baxter, to McCahon, 30 November 1947, quoted in Simpson, 'McCahon in 1947-48', p. 93. 
133 Brasch, to McCahon, 19 April 1949, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
134 Summers, 'Catacombs to Ngatimoti', p. 9. 
135 The only real difference was that his supporters preferred to push the issue to the sidelines, 
whereas his detractors pursued the opposite tactic. As we have already seen, the Critic 
reviewers complained about 'the contrived atrociousness of the written titles, one of which 
issues balloon-like from a figure, in the best comic-strip style' while Fairburn likened them to 
'graffiti on the walls of some celestial lavatory.' E. & K., 11 March 1948, p. 3; Fairburn, 'Art in 
Canterbury', p. 50. 
136 I am by no means the first writer to draw attention to the fact that McCahon's early 
supporters were Christians; Tony Green, for instance, argued: 'Much of McCahon's original -
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his supporters chose to elevate as significant, as well as the types of work they 

ignored. His three 1948 shows, for instance, contained religious paintings, 

landscapes, portraits and nudes; but the reviews did not give much attention to 

h. d. . u1 t 1s 1vers1ty. While the landscapes got a brief citation in most of the 

commentaries, the artist's forays into other genres were mostly ignored. His 

religious paintings came to overwhelm everything else, and this serves to 

indicate that Christianity lies at the centre of McCahon's breakthrough in the 

late 1940s. 

A pivotal role that Christian belief played in the interpretation of 

McCahon' s paintings in 1948 was that it was used to explain, justify and 

naturalise the artist's formal strategies. During the 1940s, New Zealand critics 

tended to treat any work that veered too far from naturalistic representation with 

condescension, bewilderment or hostility. 138 McCahon's religious paintings, 

which, by the standards of the day, featured distorted figures, radically 

simplified forms, crude dark outlines, raw patches of colour, and the blank areas 

of canvas, were radical artworks. When Fairburn described these works as 

lacking '[i]n design, in colour, in quality of line, in every normal attribute of 

support came from people with a Christian commitment, or with a philosophical outlook that 
could accommodate Christianity.' Green, 'McCahon Made Difficult', p. 54. However, where I 
differ from Green is in that I do not accept that McCahon used Christian symbols simply as a 
strategy, 'a common language', which enabled him to communicate with a local audience in 
terms they might understand. Francis Pound provides a persuasive rebuke to this line of 
argument; he contends: 'To claim McCahon uses biblical language only as a post-modernist 
might, detachedly, or critically, is not only to undo his difference, his strangeness, the very 
eccentricity of his place in the larger modernist endeavour. It is also to reconstitute him, in a 
more easily palatable form, for a largely post Christian age. McCahon's position might seem, 
perhaps, what [Wystan] Curnow calls it, "a passionate agnosticism". [ ... ] But Christ himself 
doubted, in his last moments: "My God, why hast though forsaken me?" - and he is not usually 
numbered among the agnostics. Agnostics do not in general consider such questions as whether 
Elias will come to save Christ; and nor, certainly, do they do as McCahon did, endlessly and 
tirelessly proclaim the word of God. In any case, as a more recent generation of critics have 
come to point out, there is an established Christian tradition of doubt in Christian theology, as in 
the theologies of Pascal and Kierkegard. More recently, Paul Tillich has valorised "doubt as a 
necessary tension within a mature faith".' Francis Pound, 'McCahon's God (1)' (Lecture notes 
for 19.305 Nationalist Themes in New Zealand Art, University of Auckland, 1996), pp. 12-13. 
137 For a list and discussion of the works McCahon exhibited during this period see: Simpson, 
'McCahon in 1947-48', p. 92; and also, Miller, Bloem and Browne, pp. 252-253. 
138 Even in the mild-mannered and deferential Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, for 
instance, alongside illustrations of works by Roland Hipkins and Madge Clayton, the editor 
opined: 'Abstraction does not come easily to the New Zealand temperament; we are literal 
minded. These are brave experiments, and while the purely arbitrary shapes of Hipkins are not 
entirely convincing and Pungas is half-way to representation, yet it is still possible to feel 
grateful to these artists for branching out in an unpopular direction that may help to increase the 
element of design in our painting.' Howard Wadman, [Untitled caption accompanying an 
illustration ofa work by Roland Hipkins], Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, l (1945), p. 
60. 
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good painting' he was, in terms of the prevailing local standards, quite right. 

However the artist's supporters defended the formal qualities of his work 

because they perceived his stylistic choices as being driven by a theological 

objective. Reading McCahon as a 'religious mystical painter', E. C. Simpson 

argued: 

[He] is not interested to paint what the eye sees; his object is to paint 
by symbolic adaptation of natural objects, the unseen forces, the primal 
motivating causes, the hidden dynamo that supplies movement, 
purpose and direction to the things we know and see. But the unseen 
can only be painted in terms of the seen, and so it is the religious 
painter that distorts his imagery most forcibly from its natural 
appearance. [ ... ] His raw crudity gives the same sledge-hammer force 
as the direct simplicity of the Biblical text. McCahon is like a 
saltwater douche, disagreeable but good for health. His pictures in a 
living-room would be about as comfortable as a Bible class tea in the 
presence of the prophet Ezekiel.139 

This was a perfect way of explaining and justifying a modernist approach to 

painting in New Zealand. If New Zealand's 'development' was stalled over the 

thorny question of how to make modernism relevant in the local context without 

importing something 'foreign' and therefore irrelevant to the local conditions 

and temperament, then McCahon's supporters found a legitimate answer in his 

work. The artist's modernism, so his promoters assured their audience, was not 

a spurious, dilettantish self-indulgence, nor was it merely an essay in some 

foreign and therefore irrelevant style. Nor was it intended as pretty, likeable, or 

easy. As we have already seen, Simpson argued that these works rejected the 

idea of painting for the rich and this was 'a breathtaking shock.' 140 This shock 

of the new was permissible because it was undertaken for a sacred purpose. To 

break with the codes of naturalistic representation was decreed as an apposite 

strategy because it enabled the artist to capture the 'sledge-hammer force' and 

the unseen dynamism of Christianity. 

As the preceding samples of commentary imply, McCahon's blend of 

modernism and theology was not merely seized upon because it conveniently 

explained the former through the latter; for those who championed him 

Christianity was of profound concern. Take, for instance, John Summers, a 

close friend and key advocate of McCahon, who produced the most sustained 

139 Simpson, 'McCahon's Raw Paintings', 10 February 1948, p. 3. 
140 Simpson, 'McCahon's Raw Paintings', 10 February 1948, p. 3. 
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commentary on the artist during 1948. In the first instance, Summers wrote 

about the artist for The Church and the Community, an interdenominational 

monthly magazine put out by the National Council of Churches in New 

Zealand. Here he extolled the work as having particular relevance for a 

Christian audience. As he put it: 

Nowadays the religious man stands comparatively unsupported by 
contemporary art. The tide of secularism invades his consciousness six 
days of the week. And what is this tide? It is at once everything and 
nothing. Its art is that of innumerable private beliefs, valid as far as 
they go but owing no allegiance to any central common conviction. 
How shall the ordinary Christian proclaim that what he believes in is 
the centre of gravity of all that is good? It is hard to speak alone and 
few have the courage to attempt it. Thus our faith does not even 
contest for its place in the modem world. And whether we walk our 
streets or visit our art galleries we are not supported by expressions of 
Christian sentiment as were men of earlier centuries. Many Christians 
now find themselves stretching their aesthetic muscles in order to 
understand and enjoy work which has little to do with Christians or to 
offer to them. 141 

However, even as he promoted these works as having special meaning and 

relevance for Christian viewers, and even though he worked as sub-editor of the 

Presbyterian journal The Outlook, Summers was never a complacent believer or 

simple devotee of Christianity. As Denys Trussell observed, he 'struggl[ed] 

with the contradictions of his randiness, his religiosity, his rage' .142 This 

conflict continually presents itself in Summers's autobiography, where he 

reflected: 

My life tended to fall between the two stools of art and religion, so 
often at odds with each other; [ ... ] though the whole trinity of values -
goodness, beauty, and truth - are as one in the godhead, on earth saints 
are not noted aesthetes, artists often lead wild disordered lives, and 
philosophers could be so opposed to the arts that one of them, Plato, 
would have banished poets from his ideal republic because of their 
unruly ways and, anarchic, if intuitive, insights. So in this world there 
is no easy harmony and indeed these two sides of my own nature 
jostled within and troubled me deeply. 143 

Summers's anxiety about the reconciliation of faith, piety and order with 

pleasure, chaos and art was heightened by his perception that McCahon's 

141 Another writer who perceived the artist's work as having special relevance to Christians was 
Beaglehole; he remarked: 'I wish there were a Church in New Zealand alive enough to buy the 
Annunciation or Deposition paintings'. Beaglehole, 'McCahon's Pictures', p. 7. 
142 Denys Trussell, 'Reviews: Dreamscape 1 and Dreamscape 2', Landfall, 187 (Autumn 1994), 
p. 160. 
143 Summers, Dreamscape 1, p. 41. 
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overtly religious works of the late 1940s presented a valid solution to a problem 

he had failed to resolve. As he put it: 'The trouble with me still was that, as 

certain of God's existence as any mortal can be, unlike Colin, I hardly had any 

idea of where I was going.' 144 In other words, what made Summers one of 

McCahon's most vociferous advocates was the fact that the artist's life and] 

creative practice not only engaged with Christian concerns but also that it was 

executed with a sense of spiritual conviction, integrity and direction. 

Another figure whose personal anxieties and reflections on religion 

informed his engagement with McCahon was Baxter. In a letter written to 

McCahon late in 1947, the anxiety-ridden poet confessed he had contemplated 

'joining the Catholics - they at least do not ignore pain or despair.' 145 If, as this 

remark would suggest, one of Baxter's criteria for theological credibility was 

the acknowledgement of pain and despair, then this was also a key element in 

his attraction to McCahon's painting. He wrote, for instance, that he was moved 

by McCahon's 1947 Crucifixion According to St Mark [fig. 22] because it 

possessed a 'rawness, Christ suffering, not Christ triumphantly Son of God' .146 

Baxter's point of engagement with McCahon, therefore, had much to do with a 

projection of his own relations with Christian theology onto the paintings. 

McCahon' s work was also particularly attractive to those anxious about the 

decline and fall of Christianity in society. Brasch, for instance, was profoundly 

concerned by this issue; as he wrote in a Landfall editorial of 1949: 

The deepest question that faces the West to-day is, can Western man 
go on living without Christianity, or rather beyond Christianity in the 
forms in which we know it. The indefinable faith in life which is the 
dynamic of all higher civilisations was given to Western man by 
Christianity, in the name of which he created (and was created by) the 
civilisation of Europe and carried it over the world. But for nearly a 
century he has been perceptibly losing that faith. Can he recover and 
maintain it, possibly in some altered guise, without 'returning to 
Christianity' in any sense that means turning back, turning away, and 
yet discarding it (which would only be another and more certainly 
disastrous form of turning back)? For if he cannot, it seems 
improbable that what we mean by the West will survive [; ... ] it is at 
least arguable that in fact religion and civilisation are so closely 
interdependent that higher forms of the one cannot arise or survive 

144 Summers, Dreamscape I, p. 44. 
145 Baxter, to McCahon, 30 November 1947, quoted in Simpson, 'McCahon in 1947-48', p. 93. 
146 Baxter, to McCahon, 30 November 1947, quoted in Simpson, 'McCahon in 1947-48', p. 93. 

reiel07p
Rectangle



205 
except in association with higher forms of the other. 147 

McCahon' s 1940s religious paintings, with their re-staging of Biblical dramas in 

the local landscape, could most certainly be interpreted as a reconciliation of 

religion and contemporary civilisation. To a figure such as Brasch, professing 

anxieties about how Christianity might be enlivened without falling prey to 

spurious revivalism, McCahon's blending of the past and present - in both 

artistic and theological terms - constituted a significant and exciting 

development. 148 

The role of Christianity in the public promotion of McCahon was not only a 

product of various writers' anxieties about their own religious convictions or 

their concerns over the declining role of faith in contemporary society. The 

Christian belief system clearly conditioned the attribution of value to the artist's 

paintings. To put it another way, writers were not viewing McCahon's concern 

with the icons and narratives of Christianity and its antecedent history in art as a 

commentary about this tradition; rather, they understood his project from within 

this tradition.149 Brasch's commentary is instructive in this regard; in 1948 he 

wrote: 

The various Crucifixions show the crudity and horror of that 
inexpressible suffering in which God was made to share the full 
degradation of humanity. Some of them show it taking place here, 
among our New Zealand hills, as though to suggest that that extreme 
suffering cannot but be part of our experience too. On the other hand 
his Hail Mary is a vision of exquisite and tender beauty, and seems to 
express that miraculous annunciation with great vividness and truth.150 

~-·-----

Brasch's reading of Hail Mary [fig. 23] is bound up in his belief not only in the 

value of the work but also in the Christian story of the annunciation, for to him, 

the painting's accomplishment is that it presents this story as 'truth.' Similarly, 

McCahon's Crucifixions are important because they too show something that 

147 Charles Brasch, 'Notes', Landfall, 12 (December 1949), p. 299. 
148 As Broadbent observes: 'His library reflects the interests of a man whose moral 
consciousness was profound. Religion and philosophy plainly interested him greatly.' 
Broadbent, p. 24. 
149 The most striking instance of McCahon's paintings being sutured into religious discourse is 
contained in the aforementioned article 'Catacombs to Ngatimoti' by John Summers. Not only 
did he feature this text in The Church and the Community, an interdenominational monthly 
magazine published by National Council of Churches in New Zealand, he also argued that these 
works were particularly relevant to Christians. Indeed, in his view, they supported Christians 
against 'the tide of secularism.' Summers, 'Catacombs to Ngatimoti', p. 5. 
15° C. B., Exhibition of Painting, unpaginated. 
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Christians believe to be true - that 'God was made to share the full degradation 

of humanity.' Brasch was by no means the only writer whose religious beliefs 

conditioned his appraisal. 151 The impulse to sanctify was even more overt in the 

writing of Simpson: 

McCahon's pictures show an audacious and original v1s10n in a 
tradition as old as religion itself. They pour out an atmosphere of 
suffering and distress and a yearning to be rid of the encumbrance of 
this mundane existence, searching out to a spiritual reality, free from 
the yappings and tinsel, the chores and vexations of a temporary 
earthly lodging. 

[ ... ] Such painting is full of literary meaning and can only be 
understood in terms of the eternal truth that underlies the story or 
incident in his pictures.152 

On Simpson's view, only believers m Christianity's 'eternal truths' could 

comprehend these paintings. They are proposed as a litmus test for believers. 

Of course, in stressing the primacy of Christianity as a force that motivated 

the efforts of McCahon's supporters, it is also important to recognise that the 

concern these people felt over personal and collective questions of faith and 

belief are inextricable from a larger historical, cultural and political context. As 

Baxter's biographer, Frank McKay, observed, in 1948: 

Baxter shared with Pearson and McCahon a deep disillusion. In the 
aftermath of the war and the revelation of Nazi atrocities they suffered 
'a fundamental shock, a derangement in that area of the brain in which 
stable ideas about humankind and its possibilities are kept.' They felt 
the need for a religious faith. 153 

One consequence of this was, as Pearson put it, they 'were drawn to the security 

and conviction that religious orthodoxy offered, envying the Middle Ages their 

simplicity of belief.' 154 In his religious works of the late 1940s McCahon spoke 

to the despair and despondency of the times by making his own pilgrimage back 

151 As Green observes, McCahon's use of religious texts 'attracts the most careless of 
assumptions: that the paintings themselves are sanctified as a result.' Green, 'McCahon Made 
Difficult', p. 54. 
152 Simpson, 'McCahon's Raw Paintings', 10 February 1948, p. 3. 
153 Frank McKay, and quote from Thomas Keneally, Schindler's Ark 3rd imprint (London: 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1982), p. 150, in McKay, The Life of James K. Baxter (Auckland: 
Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 115. 
154 Bill Pearson, 'Two Personal Memories of James K. Baxter', Islands 2: 1 (Autumn 1973), p. 3; 
quoted in McKay, p. 108. Pearson was another of McCahon's friends who also came to 
promote his cause. In his aforementioned 'Fretful Sleepers' essay Pearson included a bracketed 
reference to McCahon, noting that: 'Beneath the life of the community we sense the sour, dumb 
struggling drive, we sense (like Colin McCahon) a strength in that drive the stronger for its 
being so innocently pent.' Pearson, 'Fretful Sleepers', p. 11. 
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to the security and conviction of traditional religious scenes and symbols; and 

yet, through the modernity of his work and the landscapes he evoked, these 

paintings spoke of and to the here and now. As Brasch put it: 

His Crucifixions do not say, 'Here is Christ crucified'; they say rather, 
'This is what human life is like, this is what is happening to men, here, 
today.' His work thus employs a universal religious language to 
express a particular local truth, and that local truth is thereby deepened 
and made universal.155 

In response to this revelation, he and other like-minded individuals set out not 

just to promote but to preach McCahon as the New Zealand artist. 

155 Brasch, 'Work of Colin McCahon', pp. 337-338. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

MCCAHON AND THE 

AUCKLAND CITY ART GALLERY 

Tomory, taking over [the ACAG] in 1956, [ ... ] appeared also to 
become influenced by South Islander Colin McCahon. [ ... ] The 
media had always regarded the Auckland City Art Gallery as the 
oracle in questions of aesthetics, and Colin's powerful hand and 
narrow view in judging which New Zealand painters should be 
encouraged could be seen in all directions. Painters not approved by 
McCahon and Tomory ceased to be invited to submit paintings for 
major exhibitions, and several left the country in disgust. Colin, with 
his genius confirmed by writers like Gordon Brown and Hamish 
Keith, had taken courage to use his gallery position to highlight his 
own work, having no compunction about giving his paintings the 
most commanding place in every show.1 

Eric Lee-Johnson, No Road to Follow 

[I] A Cleaner Model 

208 

Colin McCahon worked at the Auckland City Art Gallery between 1953 and 

1964, during which time he held the posts of Attendant, Exhibitions Officer, 

Keeper and Deputy Director. 2 In spite of isolated complaints from 

disenfranchised contemporaries such as Eric Lee-Johnson, and in spite of the 

dominance of biography in the writing about the artist, little sustained 

consideration has ever been given to the implications of McCahon' s powerful 

and privileged roles.3 The only popular story about his employment at the 

1 Lee-Johnson, No Road, p. 155. 
2 'McCahon started work as a Temporary Attendant, 21.7.53. He was given a permanent post as 
Attendant from 25.2.54. He became Keeper and Deputy Director after Tomory's 
recommendation of 26.4.56. Although he appears to have had the title of Attendant his work 
was that of an Exhibition Officer.' Tony Green, 'McCahon's Visit to the United States: A 
Reading of Letters and Lecture Notes', Bulletin of New Zealand Art History, 3 (1975), p. 41. 
3 For instance, in Colin McCahon: Artist, a text which is very much biographical in focus, 
Brown does not give very much attention to this topic. He allows that his role at the gallery 
enabled him to exhibit contemporary art and 'to establish contact between like-minded painters.' 
Gordon H. Brown, Colin McCahon: Artist, revised ed., (Auckland: Reed, 1993), p. 64. But 
Brown also suggests that this job existed in opposition to his career as a painter: 'In spite of a 
heavy work load, including painting classes and other additions to the gallery's programme, he 
managed to produce a considerable body of work over the next five years. The inspiration for 
much of this work came from his immediate surroundings and more generally from the environs 
of Auckland.' Brown, Colin McCahon: Artist, p. 51. 
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Gallery is that he was hired as a cleaner. Brenda Gamble, for instance, 

reminisced: 

It was a morning in the winter of 1953. I was working as secretary to 
the director of the Auckland City Art Gallery, Mr Eric Westbrook. A 
man came into the office and asked if he could see the director. A 
young, very thin, pale man, with dark eyes - worried eyes - a man who 
obviously had problems. It was Colin McCahon. He had arrived in 
Auckland the previous day to take up a job offered to him by the 
director while on a visit to Christchurch a short time earlier. Winter 
time in Christchurch meant that there was not much work offering for 
gardeners; which was the job Colin was doing for a living at the time. 
No work meant no money to keep a wife and four healthy children, so 
what money he had he spent on transporting his family to Auckland to 
live. [ ... ] As it turned out, contrary to his expectations, there was no 
specific job waiting for Colin. The director had suggested that Colin 
should work at the Gallery but I think he did not expect Colin to take 
him at his word: anyway, not immediately. All that could be offered to 
him was a job as a cleaner! This he agreed to take and started 
immediately. 4 

Memorable though it is, some elements of this tale, told twenty-five years after 

the event, are apocryphal. 5 What is not in question, however, is that although 

his job title did not reflect it, McCahon quickly took on the role of a curator. As 

he explained: 'I was an attendant at the Gallery for only a matter of weeks[;] it 

was then understood I supervised exhibitions' .6 Nonetheless it is the story of 

McCahon the cleaner, not McCahon the curator, that has become famous. Often 

the tale has been used to illustrate his character. It presents him as naYve and 

unworldly, and it functions as a confirmation of his modesty, pragmatism and 

lack of pretension. It also places him in the mould of an impoverished, 

struggling artist, who was willing to do whatever was necessary to survive. 7 

4 Brenda Gamble, 'Colin McCahon as Colleague and Friend', Art New Zealand, 8 (November 
December 1977, January 1978), p. 42. 
5 While it is difficult to impugn Gamble's account of McCahon's emotional state, some key 
details in her story are difficult to reconcile with the archival evidence. For instance, 
McCahon's family did not move until he had a job at the Gallery, and his correspondence at the 
time suggests that he was aware that there was no guaranteed job waiting for him. In February 
1953, for instance, he wrote to Brasch: 'About the job in Auckland - I am hoping but have heard 
nothing myself.' McCahon, to Brasch, 8 February 1953, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
McCahon's letters also show that his initial financial problems were quickly remedied by money 
from both Brasch and Kennedy. McCahon, to Brasch, 20 July 1953, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-
002/225. 
6 Colin McCahon, quoted in Green, 'McCahon's Visit', p. 41. 
7 For instance, in Colin McCahon: Artist Brown wrote: 'A vacancy did[ ... ] exist for a cleaner. 
This McCahon accepted, beginning work immediately. He then had to find accommodation for 
himself ahd his family. He sent for his wife Anne and the four children, and [ ... ] they settled in. 
During the first month they "lived almost entirely on a diet of potatoes, parsley, and bags of 
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The lack of sustained critical engagement with McCahon's work as a 

gallery official has much to do with the fact that the artist himself never 

recognised, or at least never acknowledged, that his position was beneficial to 

his career as an artist. Partly because he feared that people might perceive him 

as an artist-in-residence, his published comments about his Gallery work stress 

that it impinged upon his time and creativity. 8 In 1972, for instance, he 

remarked: 

1956 seems to be a blank. [ ... ] It may be the year I spent drawing or 
just working so bloody hard at the gallery by day and teaching at 
night.9 

Following McCahon, other commentators have left a blank around his work at 

the Gallery. 10 

There are some notable exceptions to the view that McCahon's work at the 

ACAG was a peripheral biographical detail. The epigraph for this chapter, 

taken from Lee-Johnson's autobiography, serves to indicate that some of his 

contemporaries felt that McCahon's dual roles as an exhibiting painter and 

gallery official constituted a blatant conflict of interest, which he shamelessly 

exploited by both direct and indirect means. Bitterness deriving from his own 

fortunes in the public domain clearly influenced Lee-Johnson's view of 

McCahon' s curatorial activities. 11 Yet this does not disprove his charges. 

Leaving aside the hostility and acerbity of his diatribe, a critical analysis of the 

relationship between McCahon's ever-increasing public profile and his position 

as the second-in-command at New Zealand's most influential art museum, is 

rock-cakes given by a kind and ancient aunt".' Brown, Colin McCahon: Artist, p. 51. For 
another version ofMcCahon as a humble and impoverished cleaner see: Wood, p. 51. 
8 In an interview with Brown McCahon remarked: 'this seems to be quite misunderstood by a lot 
of people. As does my time at the art gallery, where they thought I spent my days painting, 
which wasn't true by any means.' McCahon, Interview. 
9 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 23. 
10 This is not to say, however, that all ofMcCahon's activities beyond his role as an artist have 
been ignored. His teaching in the context of the ACAG's adult education programmes, at Elam 
School of Fine Arts, University of Auckland, and subsequently at the Kurow Summer schools 
and the Outreach programmes, have all been extensively discussed. See Wood, pp. 63-139. 
11 As Lee-Johnson explained: 'Tomory's predecessor, Eric Westbrook, had left for more golden 
pastures across the Tasman, deserting Auckland just when he had begun to talk seriously of 
mounting a Lee-Johnson exhibition in the City Gallery. Tomory, taking over in 1956, was more 
for imported "-isms" and keeping up with the Northern Hemisphere Joneses.' Lee-Johnson, No 
Road, p. 155. Lee-Johnson's contempt for Tomory, McCahon and the ACAG was no doubt 
fuelled by Tomory's public attacks on his art, which he argued was literary, illustrative and 
overly reliant on English neo-romanticism. See: Tomory, 'Looking at Art', p. 167; Tomory, 
'Visual Arts', p. 74. 
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legitimate and germane. Thus, in the context of this chapter, I want to examine 

the relationship between these spheres of activity. 

Prima facie there are considerable grounds for the argument that the artist 

used his position as a curator at the Gallery to exhibit his work. Between 1953 

and 1964 paintings by McCahon were hung in at least fourteen ACAG shows: 

Exhibition on the Theme of Festival by Auckland Artists (1954), Object and 

Image (1954), The Religious Theme in Art (1954), Unit 2 (1955), Pictures for 

Schools (1957), A Private Collection of New Zealand Paintings: Thirty-Seven 

New Zealand Paintings from the Collection of Charles Brasch and Rodney 

Kennedy (1958), Eight New Zealand Painters III (1959), Three Auckland 

Painters (1959), Contemporary New Zealand Painting and Sculpture (1960), 

Painting from the Pacific (1961), Contemporary New Zealand Painting 1961 

(1961), Contemporary New Zealand Painting and Sculpture 1962 (1962), 

Contemporary New Zealand Painting (1963), and A Retrospective Exhibition: 

M T Woollaston - Colin McCahon (1963). 12 McCahon was not solely 

responsible for initiating or curating all of these exhibitions, but he was 

certainly intimately involved with the development, organisation and display of 

nearly every show. 

To make sense of these fourteen appearances in ACAG shows, it is useful 

to draw some comparisons with the level of exposure secured by other New 

Zealand artists in the McCahon years - from 1953 to 1964. During this period 

the artist who came closest was Milan Mrkusich, insofar as he featured in eleven 

ACAG exhibitions.13 Louise Henderson, a painter whom McCahon very much 

d . d h . . 14 a mire , was s own on mne occas10ns. Other figures who had been 

prominent in the Auckland exhibitions circuit in the late 1940s and early 1950s 

did not fare so well; Lee-Johnson, for instance, was only included in three of the 

Gallery's shows during McCahon's tenure. 15 A. Lois White was also 

marginalised. As her biographer, Nicola Green, observed: 'McCahon's 

paintings were prominent in his [ACAG] shows, but there was no place for 

12 Miller, Bloem and Browne, pp. 253-256. 
13 'Exhibitions', Milan Mrkusich: A Decade Further On: 1974-1983 (Auckland: Auckland City 
Art Gallery, 1985), pp. 53-57. 
14 Barton, 'Exhibition History', Louise Henderson, pp. 15-16. This tally is made all the more 
remarkable by the fact that Henderson lived outside ofNew Zealand for some of this period. 
15 'Biographical Notes', Eric Lee-Johnson Exhibition (Hamilton: Waikato Art Museum, 1981), 
pp. 11-14. 
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White's work.' 16 John Weeks, who was the subject of a major retrospective in 

1955, subsequently faded from view.17 Because the ACAG organised a number 

of national survey shows, their programme also included artists from throughout 

New Zealand. McCahon's long-standing friend, Doris Lusk, was featured in 

nine shows, while Evelyn Page was displayed on two occasions, and Rita Angus 

and Toss Woollaston were each included in four exhibitions. 18 As this brief 

tally suggests, during McCahon's time as a staff member at the ACAG his work 

was exhibited more frequently than that of his peers and contemporaries. 

In addition to exhibitions, another way in which art galleries support and 

canonise artists is through their acquisitions. As Ross Fraser reflected in his 

review of the 1957 show, Eight New Zealand Painters: 'If we wish to find out 

what Mr Tomory considers of most lasting interest we should surely look to see 

which, if any, of these works find their way into the permanent collection.' 19 

An examination of the Gallery's acquisitions during this period does not show 

that it focused on buying McCahon' s work. Eight of his works were 

accessioned by 1964, but only one was an ACAG purchase; the remaining 

examples were mostly gifts from the Auckland Gallery Associates.20 To put 

these figures in context it is important to recognise that the ACAG was not 

16 Nicola Green, By the Waters of Babylon: The Art of A. Lois White (Auckland: Auckland City 
Art Gallery and David Bateman, 1993), p. 114. 
17 For a discussion about John Weeks and his marginalisation see: Linda Tyler, The Still Point of 
New Zealand Modernist Painting: John Weeks's Decorative Designs (Wellington: Adam Art 
Gallery, University of Victoria, 1999). 
18 Lisa Bevan and Grant Banbury, Landmarks: The Landscape Paintings of Doris Lusk 
(Christchurch: Hazard Press and Robert McDougall Art Gallery, 1996), p. 121; Janet Paul and 
Neil Roberts, Evelyn Page: Seven Decades (Christchurch: Robert McDougall Art Gallery; 
Wellington: Allen & Unwin, 1986), p. 98; Paul, Rita Angus, pp. 196-205; Luit Bieringa, M T. 
Woollaston Works: 1933-1973 (Palmerston North: Manawatu Art Gallery, 1973), p. 64. 
19 Ross Fraser, 'In Search of New Zealand Painting', Home and Building, l January 1958, p. 69. 
20 Takaka Night and Day (1948) was presented by the Rutland Group in 1959; The Marys at the 
Tomb (1950) was presented by the Auckland Gallery Associates in 1960; North Canterbury 
Landscape (1951) was presented by the Auckland Gallery Associates in 1960; Triptych: On 
Building Bridges (1952) was purchased by the Auckland City Art Gallery in 1958; Yellow and 
Black Landscape (1962) was presented by the artist's painting class in 1962; Here I give thanks 
to Mondrian (1961) was presented by the Auckland Gallery Associates in 1964; Kauri, 1954, 
was presented by the artist in 1955; Puketutu, Manukau, a set of four lithographs, was presented 
by Peter Webb in 1958. Colin McCahon, 'All the Paintings, Drawings and Prints by Colin 
McCahon in the Gallery's Collection', Auckland City Art Gallery Quarterly, 44 (1969), pp. 2-
15. The Auckland Gallery Associates was established in 1954. It was 'a group of regular 
gallery visitors encouraged by Eric Westbrook to add support to the institution. From its 
inception they were successful in attracting a wide membership from among the arts-interested 
sections of the community. Funds were invested to purchase works of art for the gallery'. 
Brenda Gamble and Peter Shaw, Auckland City Art Gallery: A Centennial History (Auckland: 
Auckland City Art Gallery, 1988), p. 43. 
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particularly focused on establishing an extensive collection of contemporary 

New Zealand art, and the funds dedicated to such acquisitions were extremely 

limited.21 Thus no local artist had the advantage of significant public gallery 

patronage during this period. 

Yet there is no question that McCahon was a notable beneficiary of the 

ACAG's exhibitions programme. However, the aforementioned lists and tallies 

hardly do justice to the range or the implications of his activities at the Gallery. 

Thus, while I intend to pursue and develop the argument that McCahon' s 

curatorial role and administrative authority was a factor in the growth of his 

reputation, two further lines of inquiry also demand sustained examination. 

First, I will argue that his experiences at the ACAG contributed to how he 

thought about art and how he modelled his work, for it is apparent that the ideas 

he absorbed and the strategies he developed at the Gallery affected and emiched 

his painting.22 Second, I will also examine how his needs and experiences as a 

contemporary artist informed his efforts at the Gallery.23 What the following 

analysis reveals is that, partly as a result of his own negative experiences, 

McCahon sought to build the ACAG into an institution which could nurture, 

privilege and support local practitioners and their product. Through his work at 

the Gallery he made a quantifiable contribution to the remodelling of the New 

Zealand artworld and its infrastructure. 

21 Between 1956 and 1961 the ACAG spent approximately £32,000 on acquisitions of works by 
artists such as Pieter Brueghel II, Degas, Rodin, Moore, Turner and Gainsborough, but 
inasmuch as the Gallery only acquired eighty contemporary New Zealand artworks, it is clear 
that very little of the institution's expenditure went towards the purchase of local product. R. N. 
O'Reilly, 'Correspondence', Landfall, 59 (September 1961), p. 290. 
22 Tony Green is one of the few writers who has argued that McCahon's curatorial work 
influenced his thinking as an artist. He argued: 'McCahon was close to the centre of the 
struggle to establish for the first time in New Zealand an effective institution that had to deal 
with all aspects of gallery work. [ ... ] This multiplicity of :functions is carried on in a mature and 
established metropolitan centre by a variety of institutions, all with specialist staff and facilities. 
The disadvantages of the situation in Auckland are obvious: too many tasks, too many roles and 
too few people. The only advantage is that a few people are forced into the most intimate 
acquaintance with all aspects of the venture, even though they might not have time for 
reflection. This phase of establishing an institution is also the time for exploring possible 
directions. Policy and purpose are at issue every minute of the day. 
This experience coupled with McCahon's experience for twenty years as a painter forced him to 
consider the relations between artist and public.' Green, 'McCahon's Visit', p. 20. 
23 In An Introduction to New Zealand Painting Brown and Keith tentatively referred to the 
influence of McCahon' s curatorial work, remarking that it was 'perhaps, not without 
significance that a painter of the comparatively radical present became directly involved in the 
presentation of a newly discovered past.' Brown and Keith, p. 165. But such speculations 
hardly address McCahon's role in the shaping of New Zealand art history, a history in which he 
occupies a dominant position. 
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[II] McCahon and the Westbrook Years 

As a basis for the following arguments it is first necessary to examine the 

extraordinary metamorphosis of the ACAG during the 1950s and 1960s, and to 

identify McCahon' s roles within the reconfiguration of this institution. The 

Gallery was established in 1888, but up until the early 1950s it operated under 

the auspices of the Auckland City Library. Since 1913 John Barr, the city's 

Chief Librarian, had also been running the ACAG.24 Under Barr's 

administration the Gallery did not have a strategically planned, consistently 

changing exhibitions programme. Instead it was dominated by two sizeable 

permanent displays arranged in a salon-styled hang. Its first notable section was 

the Grey Gallery, which was filled with a selection of large paintings of Maori 

by Gottfried Lindauer and Charles Goldie, and the second substantial area was 

the Mackelvie Gallery, which featured English academic works dating from the 

Victorian era.25 Beyond these collections, the ACAG sometimes played host to 

various displays of local and contemporary product. For instance, on the 2nd of 

December 1948, bedecked with a coat of white paint and 154 English artworks, 

the Gallery opened the Wertheim Room, featuring a sampler of various strands 

of English Modernism from the 1920s and 1930s.26 Then, in June 1950, the 

ACAG hosted Contemporary Artists: Exhibition 1, which incorporated not only 

painting and sculpture but also photography, pottery, printmaking and 

architecture; contributors included people as diverse as the architect, Vernon 

Brown; the potter, Len Castle; the painters, Mrkusich and Lee-Johnson; the 

sculptor, Molly MacAlister; and the photographer, Clifton Firth.27 Yet although 

the Gallery was willing to accommodate periodic displays of the Modern, the 

contemporary, and the local, ultimately, it was an under-resourced and inert 

24 Gamble and Shaw, pp. 21-23. 
25 Barton, 'Wertheim Room', p. 17. 
26 Barton, 'Wertheim Room', p. 17. 
27 As the catalogue put it: 'This is not another art-gang. It is not, in the ordinary sense a "group" 
or "school". It is an association of younger artists, whose work emphasises content and honest 
work rather than technical facility. All of it is, in various ways, experimental. [ ... ] For art is a 
language, and a various one. We cannot ask that it be agreed with, but we do insist that it 
should be heard.' M. K. Joseph, Contemporary Artists: Exhibition 1 (Auckland: Auckland City 
Art Gallery, 1950); quoted in Alexa M. Johnston, 'Milan Mrkusich: Pioneer Modernist', The 
1950s Show, p. 49. The eclectic line-up of exhibitors and media inevitably meant that the show 
did not demonstrate a widespread or consistent engagement with Modernism. 
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institution.28 Its facilities were inadequate for the display of contemporary art 

and preservation of items in the collection, it had no staff trained in the 

operation of an art museum, and its acquisitions were haphazard and poorly 

managed. 29 With Barr's impending retirement, and through pressure from the 

local arts community, the Council decided to make the Gallery into a 

professionally administered organisation. 

In 1952 Eric Westbrook was appointed as the ACAG's first appropriately 

qualified full-time Director.30 He had the backing of the City Council and the 

Gallery's administrative committee, who were 'eager to make up for lost time' 

and willing to invest 'the resources to do so.'31 His task was more akin to the 

invention of a public art gallery than it was one of administration. During 

Westbrook's tenure, between 1952 and 1955, the ACAG was subjected to a 

radical, comprehensive and hugely successful overhaul.32 The extent of its 

expansion is signified by the vast increases in expenditure: in 1951-1952 the 

salary bill, for instance, stood at £2,352, but by 1955-1956 this figure had 

almost quadrupled to £8,650; a similar leap occurred in the acquisitions 

allowance, which went from £284 in 1949-1950 to £1,380 in 1955-1956; and 

during this time-frame the budget for loan exhibitions grew from £171 to 

28 Before Westbrook the ACAG was, as Tony Green once remarked: 'a Victorian mausoleum'. 
Tony Green, 'Modernism and Modernisation', Headlands: Thinking Through New Zealand Art 
(Sydney: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1992), p. 152. 
29 In 1951 the ACAG had just been renovated but, from the perspective of local artists, this 
development was a backward step. As Eric McCormick put it: 'if the grey, grimy walls of the 
old gallery, pocked with the scars of a thousand exhibitions, did not produce the feeling of seedy 
mediocrity that one carried away in past years, it contributed largely to that impression. 
Partitions have now been tom down, gallons of paint spread or sprayed, an acre of linoleum laid, 
not so much to create a new gallery as to restore a Victorian Palace of Art to its original 
intimidating proportions. Our painters may in future design their exhibition pieces with some 
regard for the conditions in which they will be shown: shoddy painting will not get by in that 
merciless light, nor will aesthetic and moral impurity pass through those antiseptic screens. And 
in our time practitioners may realise the slight incongruity of hanging diminutive water colours 
in a gallery designed for canvases sixteen feet by twelve. If the authorities would only sweep 
away the dusty nudes and limp figures of allegory from the entrance hall and extend their 
renovating mission to the sancta of the Mackelvie Collection, we could confidently predict a 
full-scale renaissance.' Eric McCormick, 'Auckland Painting', Landfall, 20, (December 1951 ), 
p. 304. He concluded: 'Auckland badly needs a gallery, appropriate in its scale to the needs of a 
small exhibition and eliminating the present dislocation of the. permanent collection. Is the 
room that houses the Grey collection utterly sacrosanct?' McCormick, 'Auckland Painting', p. 
311. 
30 Gamble and Shaw, p. 37. 'Aged 36, Westbrook came from England where he had lately been 
chief exhibitions Officer of the Arts Council of Great Britain's Fine Arts department. He had 
trained as a painter, become a lecturer for the British Council then director of the Wakefield Art 
Gallery in Yorkshire'. Gamble and Shaw, p. 37. 
31 Eric Westbrook, 'Foreword', The 1950s Show, p. 6. 
32 'Auckland City Art Gallery in the 1950s', The 1950s Show, pp.-14-16. 
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£1,184. The Council also spent £27,240 on renovations.33 This paid for the 

construction of new administration offices, a library, a workshop, a sculpture 

gallery, and a space for displaying works from the permanent collection.34 The 

Gallery also developed a popular arts and cultural programme of lectures, 

concerts, poetry readings and conferences. Further innovations included the 

establishment of the Auckland Gallery Associates, the inauguration of a Frances 

Hodgkins collection, the restoration of works in the permanent collection, and 

the negotiation of a substantially enlarged funding allocation for the ACAG's 

operation.35 A major factor in the dramatic funding increases and the successful 

implementation of the new programmes was Westbrook's development of the 

Gallery along populist lines and his active cultivation of relationships with a 

range of community organisations. One of his key strategies was to draw 

attention to the ACAG by way of guest lectures and newspaper interviews, and 

he also made its exhibition spaces available to the widest possible cross-section 

of the local community.36 As McCahon recalled: 

There was remarkably little happening ... in the way of it being an art 
gallery. There was everything happening in the way of it being a place 
where the Rose Society [ or the] Carnation Society ... would hire one 
end [ ... ] and mix compost - have compost mixing demonstrations, all 
that sort of thing. [Westbrook] managed this extremely well. He had 
an incredible talent for getting people to know where the Art Gallery 
was.37 

Yet even if Westbrook ran the ACAG as a populist community centre, he also 

created an infrastructure that could be readily adapted into a viable and dynamic 

art gallery. 

Most historical accounts of the developments and changes at the ACAG 

during the 1950s and 1960s have made very little of McCahon's involvement in 

this process. Instead commentators usually deploy auteur-based explanations, 

perceiving Westbrook (and later, the second Director, Peter Tomory) as the 

33 O'Reilly, 'Correspondence', pp. 289-290. 
34 Janet Paul, 'Round the Galleries: Auckland', Landfall, 32 (December 1954), p. 299. 
35 Gamble and Shaw, pp. 37-39. 
36 As Green observed: 'The model [for the ACAG] was British, the civic galleries of the new 
welfare state, which exposed contemporary art to the populace at large.' Green, 'Modernism 
and Modernisation', p. 152. 
37 McCahon, 'An Interview', quoted in Bloem and Browne, 'Chronology', p. 181. 
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cause of the changes. 38 What I intend to demonstrate here, however, is that 

McCahon was an extraordinarily significant player in the development of the 

ACAG, and he was instrumental in its shaping and early success. There is no 

doubt that Westbrook spearheaded and defined the major overhaul of the 

Gallery, but the creation of a dynamic art museum was a daunting, vast and 

multifarious battle, and it was not one that he took on alone. Given the ACAG' s 

skeletal staff, the complexity of the bureaucratic and administrative processes 

necessary for the implementation of the new initiatives and renovations, and 

Westbrook's penchant for national promotional tours, the scope of McCahon's 

job went beyond the curatorial. In effect, whenever West brook was away, he 

became the Gallery's unofficial acting Director. As McCahon himself recalled: 

[Westbrook] really wasn't in the gallery all that often. He'd be off 
delivering ovations to Rotary and Lions and women's clubs, all 
throughout the country. [ ... ] He smothered New Zealand with 
"culture". And a lot of it stuck. [ ... ] Most of the work descended upon 
us. [i.e. McCahon and Brenda Gamble] I worked most weekends, and 
worked till[ ... ] the 11 o'clock bus to Titirangi every night.39 

Thus, while Westbrook was doing a lot of vital public relations work, and while 

he made all the major decisions, McCahon was at the centre of the day___::.t0=-day] 
-~~~- ---~ 

i:unnin_~~!~~~-?~ll~r-~,-~d, ~~-t~~~--~~~a~ity, hemade .a.PTQ1QIDJ.d..contribution to 

shaping its policies and programmes. Ambitious, motivated and knowledgeable 
--------··-·"~"--·--

about the politics and players of the New Zealand arts scene, he was an ideal 

insider and local ally for the new Director, and Westbrook gave the painter 

considerable scope. Such was his effectiveness that when Westbrook left in 

1955, he suggested the painter should apply for the job of Director.40 Although 

38 For instance, in an essay in Landfall in 1961 Beaglehole applauded 'the electrifying 
administration of the Auckland Art Gallery by Eric Westbrook, who founded a most enlightened 
programme of collection and display'. J. C. Beaglehole, 'New Zealand Since the War', 
Landfall, 58 (June 1961), pp. 149-150. This claim prompted a detailed objection from Ron 
O'Reilly, who argued: 'The Auckland achievement is one of professional direction within a 
framework of direct administration by the financing authority - a local body. These aspects may 
each be of as much importance as Mr Westbrook's personal qualities.' O'Reilly, 
'Correspondence', p. 289. O'Reilly also argued that Tomory had achieved a great deal during 
his time as Director. However, he did not mention the contribution ofMcCahon throughout this 
discussion, a practice which is also made to manifest in most accounts about the ACAG during 
this era. 
39 McCahon, 'Transcription ofan Interview', HL, Brown: Misc-MS-1121/001, Tape 1, p. 17. 
40 In a letter to Brasch, McCahon wrote: 'About my future here, at the moment I just don't know 
what will happen. Am not worrying about it yet - E. W. [Eric Westbrook] has asked me to 
apply - to what end I don't know - but almost certainly will. Should I need it may I call on you 
for a reference[?]' McCahon, to Brasch, 3 August 1955, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. Brasch 
noted on McCahon's letter 'Ackd [acknowledged] 2-9-55: Don't apply for Westbrook's job -

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Rectangle

reiel07p
Pencil



218 
the post went instead to Peter Tomory, McCahon was made the Acting Director 

for the early part of 1956 and then he was appointed as the Gallery's Keeper and 

Deputy Director, a position he held until 1964. 

In the context of the ensuing discussion the most significant facet of 

McCahon's activities at the ACAG is his work as a curator. Because he knew a 

great deal more about the local scene than the Director (who was English and 

had only arrived in New Zealand in 1952), and because art exhibitions were not 

Westbrook's top priority, his vision and his aesthetic were profoundly 

influential. His agenda was very much focused on increasing awareness about 

New Zealand art, both historical and modem, and nurturing serious 

contemporary artists working in the local context. As an employee of the 

ACAG during the 1950s, Peter Webb observed that the Gallery's attentiveness 

to local contemporary art was very much a reflection of McCahon's aspirations. 

According to Webb: 

After McCahon's appointment as keeper, exhibitions of contemporary 
New Zealand painting were mounted as often as circumstances would 
allow [ ... ] exhibitions with local content were to give exposure to the 
handful of artists for whom painting was a total commitment and who 
were trying in their work to come to terms with contemporary issues.41 

He also curated one-person shows of leading local artists, including Louise 

Henderson in 1953 and John Weeks in 1955.42 Another initiative was the 

introduction of survey shows focusing on various aspects of local painting, such 

as Object and Image in 1954 and Unit 2 in 1955.43 The new programme also 

you haven't some essential qualifications - you would cease to paint - I could not support you if 
you applied.' Brasch, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
41 Peter Webb, 'Notes from a Fifties Diary', Landfall, 185 (April 1993), pp. 19-20. 
42 Louise Henderson (Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, November 1953); Colin McCahon, 
John Weeks: A Retrospective Exhibition (Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, April 1955). 
Both exhibitions rated as significant events, as is suggested by the fact that Landfall 
commissioned articles on each. See: Eric McCormick, 'The Louise Henderson Exhibition: A 
Note in Retrospect', Landfall, 29 (March 1954), pp. 54-55; M. K. Joseph, 'John Weeks', 
Landfall, 34 (June 1955), pp. 148-151. 
43 Object and Image: New Zealand Fellowship of Artists (Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, 
September 1954); Unit 2 Group: Nicholson, Henderson, McCahon, Jackson, Hope (Auckland: 
Auckland City Art Gallery, November 1955). While McCahon was able to bring such shows to 
fruition, it is also important to recognise that he disapproved of some of Westbrook's strategies 
and his populism. Ultimately, McCahon found Tomory's comparatively orthodox, conservative 
and scholarly approach more to his liking. Peter Webb offers further insights into the 
relationship between Westbrook and Tomory. He reflects: 'While I believe that Westbrook and 
McCahon had a good deal of respect for each other - McCahon for what Westbrook was 
achieving by way of opening up the gallery to contemporary influences and Westbrook for what 
he would recognise as McCahon's innate creative sensibility - I doubt if either could really 
bridge the gulf brought about by their totally different backgrounds. Westbrook arrived in New 
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attempted to highlight some of the significant figures of local art history, from 

Frances Hodgkins to Frank and Walter Wright.44 As the ACAG grew, so too 

did the scope ofMcCahon's activities. According to Gamble: 

He organised painting classes, encouraged individuals and groups to 
use the Gallery, and soon had poetry readings, music and drama as 
regular additions to the Gallery's programme. From the outset [he 
was] responsible with the director for the selection of exhibitions, plus 
the hanging, packing and care of the temporary exhibitions and the 
permanent collections.45 

In addition to the roles cited by Gamble, the painter found himself producing 

small catalogue essays and supplementary texts for exhibitions. Then, when the 

Gallery began to publish the Auckland City Art Gallery Quarterly in 1956, he 

wrote profiles for both recently accessioned and collection works. Through 

these texts, and through his curatorial work, he became a seminal and significant 

New Zealand art historian.46 

What made McCahon's work at the ACAG particularly important was that, 

as we have already seen, during the 1950s and early 1960s it was the only 

institution in New Zealand attempting to support and legitimate local product 

and so, inevitably, its choices of who was exhibited, and how often, came to 

seem all the more significant.47 Located in New Zealand's largest city, the 

Zealand from a position with the British Arts Council, classically educated and urbane, 
impeccably spoken and impeccably groomed, with his silver hair at a length that easily 
distinguished him as an art person. McCahon, by contrast, with the prevailing short-back-and
sides-New-Zealand-male hair-style, a roll-your-own between nicotine-stained fingers, with his 
black wool shirt, string tie, and stove-pipe denims. 
If Westbrook appreciated the authenticity of McCahon's vision, he must have found it difficult 
to come to terms with its earthiness and lack of finesse. Unlike his successor Tomory, he never 
as far as I know purchased anything ofMcCahon's.' Webb, p. 18. 
44 The large-scale Hodgkins retrospective was entitled: Frances Hodgkins and Her Circle 
(Auckland, Auckland City Art Gallery, June 1954). During the same year McCahon organised 
the Wright exhibition: Colin McCahon, Frank and Walter Wright (Auckland: Auckland City Art 
Gallery, 1954). According to Westbrook: 'A start was to recognise that lonely forerunner 
Frances Hodgkins, and then follow it up with the work of international artists alongside that of 
New Zealanders who no longer believed that their country was condemned to live forever in the 
suburbs of the artworld.' Westbrook, 'Foreword', p. 6. 
45 Gamble, p. 42. 
46 As Pound reflects: 'He published more [artwriting] than any other New Zealand painter, 
before or since.' Pound, 'McCahon, Skies', p. 153. A Question of Faith offers the most 
comprehensive list of McCahon's ACAG publications; it identifies nine of his catalogues, and 
lists a further seventeen entries in the Auckland City Art Gallery Quarterly. Miller, Bloem and 
Browne, pp. 240-241. The artist's correspondence suggests that he also contributed to other 
ACAG publications. 
47 If only through an absence of competition among public institutions, the gallery had a 
monopoly over canon making in the New Zealand context. As Brasch observed of the major 
New Zealand galleries in 1954: 'As a "National Gallery", apart from its historical portraits, it is 
laughable. It does not compare with Dunedin, even after all Dunedin's squandering of its 
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Gallery was also the institution that, in theory at least, had the potential to give 

artists the broadest possible audience. Thus McCahon occupied a powerful 

position in the construction of a canon of significant New Zealand artists. Not ( 

o'.'1J _did_h_e_in_croa.se the_ frequ_ency o_f shows of local_contemporazy art, 1 ;,;;11 · 1 j 
also argue that he _was a pivotal agent in a sequence of radical shifts in the i ;;_------- -·-·····----·--··· . . ······ .. ·-- - ! 

/fofrastructure of th~ local artworld, so that it was more attuned to the needs of · 
,------··••-' 

(artists. In so doing, he also furthered his own career as an exhibiting painter. 

Moreover, as well as modelling himself as a high-profile figure, he was also 

modelled by the job, to the extent that his experiences at the ACAG influenced 

his thinking and practice as an artist. Because these processes overlap, I will 

examine the nature and effects of McCahon' s curatorial work by way of a 

roughly chronological survey. 

When McCahon moved to Auckland in May 1953, he did so not only 

because he hoped to secure a permanent job as a curator at the ACAG, but also 

because he was looking to reinvigorate his art.48 In July he wrote to Brasch: 

No painting seriously considered yet - that is as far as actually painting 
goes. I am seriously planning my next moves - and wiping away all 
sorts of Christchurch dross. I worked hard for this move knowing it 
was necessary. [ ... ] Am in my second week at the gallery. So far not 
really enough to do - some interesting conversations with a few 
painters. [ ... ] As far as painting goes - the one person here would 
seem to be Louise Henderson - who would be one of the few in the 
country really worth looking at. She becomes increasingly good.49 

As this letter suggests, one of McCahon' s first tasks when he began to work at 

the Gallery was that of cultural reconnaissance. It was his job to cultivate 

relationships with artists, and he was also expected to identify and promote 

worthy talents. He made these remarks in July 1953; by November he had 

curated a major show of Henderson's painting, which made her the first 

contemporary New Zealand artist to be given a proper one-person show at the 

resources; and (like Dunedin) it is fast being left behind by Auckland.' Charles Brasch, 'Round 
the Galleries: Wellington', Landfall, 30 (June 1954), p. 129. He also commented: 'I do not 
mention Christchurch because the McDougall Gallery is negligible.' Brasch, 'Round the 
Galleries', p. 128. The ACAG became important as a national as well as local institution 
because it was often where both national and international touring exhibitions were launched. 
Between 1956 and 1961 the Gallery held thirty-nine shows of New Zealand art, and it also 
dispatched fifty exhibitions to other centres in New Zealand. O'Reilly, 'Correspondence', p. 
290. 
48 Like McCahon, other artists and members of the intelligentsia left Christchurch in the early 
1950s, including such figures as Angus, Allen Curnow, and Denis Glover. 
49 McCahon, to Brasch, 20 July 1953, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
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ACAG. 50 Such was the extent of McCahon's enthusiasm for her art that he also 

wrote an article about it for Home and Building in February 1954.51 Here he 

argued that in Henderson's work 'the artist's imagination and the reality of the 

material world are united in a new order. ' 52 

McCahon's curatorial and promotional involvement with Henderson was 

also bound up with his desire to address the major artistic problem he was 

grappling with in the early 1950s. The difficulty was that his first major idea -

recasting biblical symbols, characters and events in the New Zealand landscape 

- had been painted to its logical conclusion. Even Summers, a sympathetic 

critic, suggested: 'the artist is copying himself in order to try and sustain the 

original inspiration.' 53 Well aware of this problem, the artist experimented with 

strategies developed by other twentieth-century painters, and he also looked for 

answers in Australia in 1951.54 However, he found contemporary Australian 

painting hollow, 'slick', and 'nothing more than fashionable.' 55 The only things 

50 Paul, 'Round the Galleries', p. 300. 
51 Colin McCahon, 'Louise Henderson', Home and Building, l February 1954, pp. 40-41, p. 69. 
Although McCahon' s article is about Henderson's work, and although it offers close readings of 
some of her paintings, it is also an explanation and promotion of contemporary painting. As 
Barton argues, in this text he 'addressed her work in terms which reveal much about his own 
and contemporary theoretical concerns. He recognised in her work that freedom from the "brief 
Renaissance heresy" of perspective which had subsequently redefined the painted surface as a 
site for the manipulation of forms (conceived as both solids and voids) in purely two
dimensional, pictorial space.' Barton, Louise Henderson, p. 25. 
52 McCahon, 'Louise Henderson', p. 69 
53 Summers, 'Group Show', p. 61. Summers argued: 'The religious vein which has been 
vigorously explored by Colin McCahon appears to be coming to an end. There is a noticeable 
feeling in There is Only One Direction and Crucifixion that the artist is copying himself in order 
to try and sustain the original inspiration.' Summers, 'Group Show', p. 61. Another critic in the 
Press claimed: 'Mr McCahon's work shows an increased range - his Landscape is almost realist 
- and a marked development in technique is seen in the triptych On Building Bridges. But none 
of McCahon's paintings is as outstanding as the best he has exhibited in previous years.' 
'Group Show: Interesting Work Displayed', Press, 27 October 1952, p. 11. 
54 While McCahon indulged in bouts of experimentation in the early 1950s, he also went 
through periods where he was unproductive and felt bereft of inspiration. In June 1951, for 
example, he wrote to Brasch: 'Am doing no painting worth anything at all. All as dead as can 
be. [ ... ] It would seem that this trip was coming at just the right time.' McCahon, to Brasch, 
undated [June 1951], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
55 McCahon, to Anne McCahon and Brasch, 7 September 1951, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225; 
McCahon, to Brasch, undated [September 1951], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. In one letter 
he wrote to Brasch: 'Am most disappointed by almost all local painting. [ ... ] The famous 
names are disappointingly ordinary'. McCahon, to Brasch, undated [September 1951], HL, 
Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. He also complained that the local painters were myopic, 'not worth 
talking to', and that they had 'nothing to say about [painting] that hasn't been said before.' 
McCahon, to Anne McCahon and Brasch, 14 September 1951], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
In the wake of one unsuccessful encounter with an Australian painter he reflected: 'She belongs 
to the modem movement whereas I find always in these conversations I don't. Here I seem to 
be giving out - all the time, have yet to find a painter with a broad outlook - each one has such 
limitations - not that I am not so afflicted myself but others seem to be unable to think so far 
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to secure his approbation were, first, Mary Cockburn Mercer, an elderly painter 

who lived in Paris during the heyday of Cubism; and second, a handful of the 

National Gallery's 'memorable pictures' by Rembrandt, Goya, El Greco, 

Cezanne, Pissaro and Turner. 56 These reactions indicate that while he was on 

the lookout for a new and original kind of painting, his yardstick was the major 

Europeans. He did not believe that twentieth-century Modernism stood in 

opposition to the 'great traditions'. Some years later he gave a lecture entitled: 

'Modern Art - The Retreat to Tradition', and this is what he sought and valued 

in contemporary painting.57 

Thus we can understand why m 1953 McCahon felt Henderson was an 

important painter who deserved to be promoted by the ACAG, for she had 

already confronted the problems he was still dealing with. In the 1940s she 

stopped painting regionalist landscapes, and focused on the Modern, but early in 

1952 she was still struggling with the choice 'between the painters of our time 

around the subject as I can. Skite all this! Not that I have learned nothing from all this, I have, 
but by way of "do not" and not "do-this"[;] among strange painters the hollowness shows up 
more easily and is easier to unravel.' McCahon, to Anne McCahon and Brasch, 7 September 
1951, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. He also dismissed the Modem British works at the 
National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne, claiming they 'lack conviction, they are so badly 
painted and pale imitations of the things that count in painting'. McCahon, to Brasch, undated 
[September 1951], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
56 McCahon, to Brasch, undated [September 1951], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. The 
notable exception to McCahon's despair about the artists he met in Australia, Mary Cockburn 
Mercer, will be discussed in greater detail in the following chapter. 
57 Colin McCahon, 'Modem Art - The Retreat to Tradition', unpublished lecture for University 
Students' Association Congress at Curious Cove, January 1962; see Green, 'McCahon's Visit', 
pp. 19-42; Tony Green, 'McCahon - More Lecture Notes', Bulletin of New Zealand Art History, 
4 (1976), pp. 25-31. (These texts contain notes by Wystan Curnow and Roger Horrocks taken 
from McCahon's lecture and analysis of its implications by Green.) On the face of it, it would 
appear that the Australian trip turned the painter against Modernism, and this might be 
confirmed by the artist's assertion that he found in conversation with Australian artists who 
affiliated themselves with the 'modem movement' that he was not a Modernist. However, I 
would argue that what McCahon was looking for was a brand of the Modem that was original 
and yet underscored by an embrace of European traditions before the twentieth-century, rather 
than a movement that rejected the old, and sought originality by focusing on the recent and the 
new. For McCahon, Modem art was always conceptualized as a retreat to tradition. He 
believed that the traditions and the acclaimed artists of earlier generations represented yardsticks 
for the contemporary artists to be measured against. He was firmly convinced that Modernism 
had to grow out of accomplishments and lessons of previous generations. In Australia 
McCahon was looking for Modem art that not only moved him in the way that old masters did, 
but was also original and had a sense of purpose beyond technical experiment. 
McCahon's insistence on learning from and relating everything to the 'great traditions' was a 
lifelong conviction. In an interview with Brown in 1976, when he was asked why he left 
teaching, he replied: 'I got absolutely fed up with it. The things that were largely looked at were 
flashy American art - new art magazines that came out. You see, I believe that a student has to 
do quite a lot of work on the tradition in which, you know, the European tradition, I suppose, let 
us say, and from that point you can start making your own mind up. But you won't step outside 
the tradition. But they won't look traditional'. McCahon, Interview. 
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or the early Italians' .58 To McCahon, whose early work drew so heavily on 

Renaissance art, this dilemma was all too familiar. However after a year's study 

mostly in Paris she had the authority and authenticity of first-hand experience, 

and her adept and skilful renderings of a well-established brand of Cubism was 

taken as representative of international standards in contemporary art. 59 The 

ACAG's show of her work in 1953 received overwhelmingly positive reviews.60 

The critics and the Gallery's officials liked the obvious a_rt historical pedigree of 

her work, because, as Westbrook put it at the opening, Cubism was 'the one true 

course in the Twentieth-Century and the one most attached to the past. ' 61 

Henderson's Modernism, with its obvious attachment to the past, was the kind 

of solution McCahon had been looking for, and in the mid-1950s he dedicated 

himself to producing series of Cubist paintings. 62 As Christina Barton argues: 

58 Louise Henderson, to John Weeks, 5 February 1952, quoted in Barton, Louise Henderson, pp. 
22-23. Henderson continued: 'it may seem strange to you but it comes to this: should one 
plunge [into] the turmoil of rather confused and disturbing forms, perhaps purely, after all, an 
expression of self seekers rather than thinkers, or go back to express our time and its 
hopelessness in the dignified manner and austere drawing of a Lippo Lippi - for in this ... there is 
humanity, in the other is there anything more than a [craving] for sensation? I must think this 
carefully.' Louise Henderson, to John Weeks, 5 February 1952, quoted in Barton, Louise 
Henderson, pp. 22-23. ' 
59 In 1952 Henderson studied mostly in Paris in the atelier of Jean Metzinger, an early and 
significant figure in the history of Cubism. Her pilgrimage to what, in New Zealand, was still 
perceived as the art capital of the world marked her out as a serious painter who was deeply 
committed to the development of her work. What she learnt in Paris was not, by the standards of 
the day, particularly innovative. By the 1950s Metzinger was 'a provincial in his own 
metropolis', insofar as he advocated and practised a relatively classical, academic form of 
Cubism. Barton, Louise Henderson, p. 22. As Barton argues, her 'artistic horizons were 
inevitably determined by her own provincial condition.' Barton, Louise Henderson, p. 23. 
60 The reviews of Henderson's 1953 show were very much in agreement with McCahon's 
laudatory assessment of her work. Paul proclaimed that the 'exhibition was for me a most 
eventful moment in the history of New Zealand painting.' Paul, 'Round the Galleries', p. 300. 
As Barton observes: 'The reviewer for the Evening Post even suggested that her 1953 exhibition 
was "so well ahead of most of that being done in New Zealand, so technically accomplished, so 
imaginative, original and exploratory that only those who had recently been abroad could 
appreciate the level she reached".' W. B. S., Evening Post, undated clipping, quoted in Barton, 
Louise Henderson, p. 25. 
61 Eric Westbrook, quoted in Barton, Louise Henderson, p. 25. 
62 It is important here to qualify what I mean when I refer to Cubism in New Zealand painting. 
In 1981, in response to an exhibition entitled Cubism in New Zealand the critic Peter Leech 
remarked: 'Cubism itself is - or was for its originators - a peculiarly austere form of painting 
and [ ... ] one more sturdy in reaction to romanticism and sentimentality in art. The principal 
subject-matter was the still-life reduced to an abstract play of geometric forms. [ ... ] The idea 
was to produce a form ofrealist abstraction: that is, real objects figured solely for their spatially 
abstract virtues. Any possible emotional or sensuous appeal in cubist painting was often further 
reduced by severe restriction of colour, virtually to the point of monochromaticism. The only 
New Zealand artist represented in the exhibition with a real claim to association with these 
features of the art of Braque, Picasso and Metzinger [ ... ] is Louise Henderson [ .... ] Colin 
McCahon adopted a typical attitude towards cubism in plundering what best suited him. [ ... ] 
But with too many works in the exhibition, the attempt to find some association with cubism 
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at this point they share an attitude towards the painted surface that sees 
them, in their various ways, transforming their observations into the 
abstract language of painting. [ ... ] Although Henderson was painting a 
different scene, she and McCahon were conceptually and formally 
closer than one might at first suppose.63 

He was also able to engage with her painting because their concerns were not 

identical: she was more interested in the figure and in architectural forms [fig. 

24], while he focused on landscape, atmospheric conditions and religious issues. 

[fig. 25] Their points of difference allowed him to learn from her work and 

adapt it into his own practice without the threat of obvious repetition.64 

Selecting, displaying and writing about Henderson's work helped him to escape 

the 'Christchurch dross', and to clarify his relationship with Modem painting. 

As well as affording him the opportunity to reflect on, explore and address 

the problems he was grappling with as an artist, McCahon's position at the 

Gallery also allowed him to mount shows designed to challenge and change 

attitudes about contemporary art in New Zealand. As a case study of these 

efforts, I will focus on Object and Image, which was held at the ACAG in 

November 1954. In this instance McCahon was involved as a curator and 

exhibiting artist. The show also included six other artists: John Weeks, Louise 

Henderson, Michael Nicholson, Kase Jackson, Ross Fraser and Milan 

Mrkusich.65 While non-representational paintings had been exhibited in the 

Gallery on previous occasions (Contemporary Artists: Exhibition I, 1950; 

degenerates into the most superficial visual cues.' Peter Leech, 'Cubism and Extravagance', 
Otago Daily Times, 6 July 1981, AAG McCahon fol. 26. Thus where I refer to Cubism in the 
New Zealand context it is not my intention to imply that many of the works in question are 
closely related to or intelligently engaged with Cubism in its original context; rather, I am 
simply referring to a local cluster of artworks produced mostly in the 1950s, which have 
commonly been grouped under the heading of Cubism. 
63 Barton, Louise Henderson, p. 26. In a footnote to this passage Barton also argues: 'Gordon H. 
Brown, in particular, singled our [sic] McCahon at this time, placing him at the centre of a group 
of artists who were exploring the Cubist idiom. [ ... ] This, in addition to the widely accepted 
suggestion that particularities of landscape can give rise to a style (McCahon's response to the 
Auckland weather has often been cited to explain the look of his watercolours at this time), has 
helped to obscure the fact that he was working within a community of like-minded artists.' 
Barton, Louise Henderson, p. 35. 
64 Barton, Louise Henderson, pp. 25-26. 
65 In a letter to Brasch McCahon wrote: 'we have an exhibition of so-called non-representational 
painting - only about 35 things and beautifully and spaciously hung - this called Object and 
Image and causing a bit of concern amongst the masses.' McCahon, to Brasch, undated 
[September 1954], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. In the same letter he also mentioned that 
Westbrook had been ill for the preceding two weeks, and was going to be away for a further 
fortnight; it would seem, therefore, that McCahon was very much in control of the final 
execution of this exhibition. McCahon, to Brasch, undated [September 1954], HL, Brasch: MS-
0996-002/225. 
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Louise Henderson, 1953), McCahon was the first to dedicate an entire survey to 

New Zealand's Cubist and abstract-leaning artists.66 

McCahon profited in a number of respects by including himself in the jl 

show. In the context of Object and Image he placed himself as a prominent part / 

of what was then being feted as the most progressive, advanced and exciting 

movement in painting in Auckland and in New Zealand. [fig. 26] Having only 

resided in Auckland since 1953, his reputation was not as strong there as it was 

in other parts of New Zealand, and so the show gave him an opportunity to 

enhance his own profile, as well as promoting the wider idiom that occupied 

him during this period. He also benefited from the show to the extent that it 

brought him into contact with artists who, in terms of non-representational 

painting, had more experience and greater knowledge than he possessed. 67 In 

addition to Henderson, a particularly significant figure in McCahon's Object 

and Image exhibition was Mrkusich. As Francis Pound argues, in the 1950s 

McCahon clearly took much from Mrkusich's example.68 

While McCahon clearly furthered his own cause with Object and Image, 

this was certainly not his only objective, for he also set out to prove that the 

Cubist movement and even abstract-leaning art was a significant local 

phenomena. The show was a strategic antidote to an entrenched attitude of 

hostility or indifference towards the Modern. For in the 1930s and 1940s, 

commentators in the newspapers and in Art in New Zealand periodically made 

scathing references to Modernism, and praised local artists who resisted these 

excesses. In spite of such warnings, a number of local artists dabbled and flirted 

66 According to Brown and Keith, Object and Image was the first New Zealand show to 
articulate a 'consistent attitude towards abstraction.' Brown and Keith, pp. 170-171, quoted in 
Brown, Conformity and Dissension, p. 54. 
67 Linda Tyler, for instance, has argued that John Weeks was a significant figure for McCahon 
in the early 1950s, and particularly when McCahon first arrived in Auckland. See Tyler, Still 
Point. However, as I will demonstrate presently, McCahon became disenchanted with Weeks's 
work early in 1955. 
68 Francis Pound, 'Emerging Abstraction', The 1950s Show, p. 37. As Pound argues: 'Looking 
at cubism in New Zealand leads inevitably to Milan Mrkusich, the post-cubist space of whose 
City Lights (1955), with its advancing and receding squares of colour, is followed closely in 
style by such later McCahon paintings as French Bay (August/September 1956) and Flounder 
Fishing Night, French Bay (1957). Mrkusich had skipped the early cubist phase traced over by 
McCahon, and had gone direct to a post-cubist manner, inspiring McCahon follow him.' Pound, 
'Emerging Abstraction', p. 37. McCahon' s intimacy with Mrkusich' s practice during this 
period was particularly enhanced by way of a one-person show of Mrkusich's work in the entry 
foyer of the ACAG in 1955. 
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with the 'ultra-modem' .69 As 'Chiaroscuro' observed in a review of The Group 

show of 1932: 

It is interesting to note that Miss Madeline Vyner, who formerly 
conducted a dancing school in Christchurch, has blossomed as an artist 
strongly affected by modern influences. Her animated and decorative 
landscapes show she has ability, but the decorative mental abstractions 
are merely smart. Take her Dance [ .... ] It is lacking in really good 
balance or design, the objects are too even, and the rhythm not 
pronounced enough.70 

From the 1930s onwards, isolated experiments such as Vyner's were not 

uncommon in New Zealand. Yet there were so few of these works that they 

were never treated as anything other than singular, and often reprehensible, 

experiments in design or pattem-making.71 Without any context and without 

well-informed critical support, abstraction had very little chance in the local 

environment. As the response of 'Chiaroscuro' suggests, the odd decorative 

flourish might be tolerated, but landscape was the preferred geme. The 

significance of McCahon's Object and Image, then, was that it offered New 

Zealand artists an opportunity to signal that Cubism, abstraction and Modernism 

were not isolated foreign experiments but rather they were undeniably local 

movements. By displaying some thirty-five recent works produced by seven 

Auckland-based contemporary artists, the show demonstrated how entrenched 

these practices were. 

69 For a discussion of the 'ultra-modem' in mid-twentieth-century New Zealand art see: Francis 
Pound, The Space Between: Pakeha Use of Maori Motifs in Modernist New Zealand Art 
(Auckland: Workshop Press, 1994); Richard Lummis, 'Embryonic Ultra-Modernism: Walters, 
Schoon and Turner in the 1940s', Art New Zealand, 95 (Winter 2000), pp. 89-91, p. 98. 
7° Chiaroscuro, 'Exhibition of 1932 Group', 7 September 1932, p. 7. 
71 The painter Gordon Walters recalled of the 1950s: 'When New Zealand artists at this time did 
relate to their immediate, local environment, their response was still very much landscape
based. As an artist interested in abstraction I was very much on my own. [ ... ] So in the 1950s I 
did not exhibit at all, apart from one or two things at group shows. I recall showing in a 
Wellington coffee bar with artists like Russell Clark and at the Architectural Centre Gallery, 
Wellington, in about 1955. The gouache I showed at the Centre Gallery looked very isolated in 
the context of the figurative work around it - everyone looked askance at it. The atmosphere in 
New Zealand was so hostile to abstraction, there would have been little point in showing any 
more than this. [ ... ] Because there were no art publications, the literary people had a lot of 
cultural power in the 1950s and Landfall was central to this. Although it was a literary 
magazine it did have a regular section on art with usually a quite intelligent article on one 
particular painter. And there were occasional articles on photography. [ ... ] But in Landfall's 
approach to art there was too much looking to the past. Brasch was really a rather timid figure 
where art was concerned. There was no feeling for a forward movement in art, in fact there was 
no feeling for current, post-war developments. After all, abstract expressionism had begun to 
gain acceptance in America since at least 1950. But in Landfall art seemed to be regarded as an 
adjunct to literature. Canonisation was being administered by literary people, who were looking 
for a pictorial correspondence with the subject-matter of their poetry'. Walters, pp. 22-23. 
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Another major problem tackled by Object and Image was the widespread 

scepticism about the quality, viability and relevance of the 'modem movement' 

for New Zealand artists and audiences. Part of the trouble was that New 

Zealanders had first encountered various forms of English, French and 

European Modernism up until the 1930s through popular artwriters such as 

Herbert Read and R. H. Wilenski. These texts signalled that Cubism, for 

instance, was no longer new but rather that it was an historical phenomena. 

Some authors also took issue with the derivation and exploitation of original 

European styles. Take, for example, Wilenski's reflections about 'Popular 

Cubism' in The Modern Movement in Art: 

after a certain period the public becomes \familiar with original art, 
and then derivative popular artists always appear and reap a harvest 
by imitating the original art which has become familiar. 

This has already happened to the original artists of the modern 
movement. [ ... ] 

Imitations of original Post-Impressionist, Cubist, and Post-Cubist 
art are not confined to actual works of painting and sculpture; they are 
seen in contemporary interior decoration, in posters, clothes, 
theatrical designs, in advertisements in newspapers, and, of course, in 
architecture itself. 

The treatment of forms in original Cubist pictures is also imitated 
by derivative popular painters and designers of advertisements. What 
such artists do is this: they make a photographic naturalistic drawing 
'by the shadows' (or get the same result by an enlarged photograph); 
they then make the shadows into triangles and other geometrical 
forms. This procedure, of course, has no relation to perception of 
architectural form and the organisation of that perception in 
exaggerated distortions, which, as we have seen, is the procedure of 
the original architectural artist; it is simply a degenerate parody of 
that difficult procedure, and as such is always the production of an 
artist who is either muddle-headed or frankly venal and out to make 
money by disguising photographic naturalism as original architectural 
art.72 

These charges were particularly relevant in the New Zealand context, but the 

difference was that New Zealanders had seen the simulacra, the replicas and 

derivations, before the originals; unless they went overseas there were no major 

originals to see.73 For local artists and audiences in the early 1950s Cubism and 

72 R. H. Wilenski, The Modern Movement in Art (London: Faber and Gwyer, 1927), pp. 164-
166. 
73 What also exacerbated suspicions about the 'modern movement' was the fact that local artists 
never had the benefit of seeing major contemporary artworks which might allow them to 
discover what all the excitement was about. After World War Two, a number of local 
exhibitions featured examples of contemporary English art, but New Zealand tended to get 



} 

228 
the Modem were, in a sense, strangely familiar. 74 To mru1y, such strategies 

were inevitably tainted with the stains of exploitative commercialism; they 

seemed derivative, superficial and insincere. So with Object and Image, 

McCahon used the display of a diverse and sizeable selection of exhibits as a 

way of lending authority and credibility to a style of work which appeared both 

radical and derivative. He was arguing not only for the relevance of his own 

project, but also for the significance of the larger theoretical and stylistic 

concerns which inspired and governed it. 

Although I have stressed the primacy of McCahon' s influence in the 

shaping of the ACAG's exhibitions programme, this is not to say that the 

Gallery's shows were always congruent with his personal tastes or agenda. 

Particularly during the Westbrook years, McCahon was frustrated by having to 

hang shows of children's pictures, amateur art, and work he disliked; in 1955 he 

described his job as 'trying endlessly to make rubbish look like the real thing' .75 

Yet sometimes the negative experiences, and his bouts of disenchantment, were 

also productive. Take, for instance, the Westbrook-initiated John Weeks 

retrospective, which McCahon helped to curate and display. From the 

Director's point of view, Weeks was an obvious choice because in the 1930s 

and 1940s he was perceived as a major figure in New Zealand art.76 Towards 

minor works by major painters or pictures by minor artists. When the Wertheim Room opened 
at the ACAG, for instance, the pictures 'were not only "well-travelled" but had, perhaps, also 
been superseded by more recent developments. [ ... ] only a handful of works were ever singled 
out for unequivocal approbation.' Barton, 'Wertheim Room', p. 19. McCahon's mostly 
positive reaction to the Massey Collection exhibition in 1951 also serves as an indication of the 
limited supply and uneven quality of the international paintings seen in New Zealand during the 
early 1950s. As McCahon put it: 'Went to the Massey collection on Sunday and was really 
impressed, so much better than the British Council collection. For me the best painting there 
was Nevison's Returning to the Trenches. The mud colour broken with red and grey blue and 
the feeling of movement, magnificent. [ ... ] The Nash [ ... ] I liked but not consistent. A cubist 
happening in a woodland scene, Dymchurch Steps, I liked but the other Nashes very poor. [ ... ] 
Piper as empty as I have all along supposed. The same for John [ ... ] he will look as less or 
more dead even than Orpen in a few years. The Matthew Smiths interesting. I didn't like them 
but was interested in his light which is like darkness. Spencer I liked. The 2 Henry Moores 
very ordinary and the brick work over the figures no help and of very little meaning'. 
McCahon, to Brasch, 25 July 1951, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
74 As McCahon put it in his account of his discovery of Cubism: 'This world was one I felt I 
already knew and was at home in. And so I was, as by this time the Cubists' discoveries had 
become a part of our environment. Lampshades, curtains, linoleums, decorations in plaster cast: 
both the interiors and exteriors of homes and commercial buildings were influenced inevitably 
by this new magic.' McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 361. 
75 McCahon, to Brasch, 31 May 1955, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
76 Melvin Day, for instance, argued: 'In the art world of the 1930s and 1940s there was no 
question that Weeks was the dominant figure in New Zealand painting. In Auckland many 
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the end of 1954, during the planning phase of the show, McCahon was excited 

by the works and the forthcoming exhibition. 77 By the time he came to hang it 

in 1955, however, he had changed his mind. After the opening night he. wrote to 

Brasch: 

to me it's a show of dead painting - in almost every case awful colour. 
A lot of things - particularly the landscapes - are hideous and very 
badly painted. [ ... ] The show would seem to be the story of a man 
preoccupied with experiment in techniques because he had nothing to 
say. Weeks remains a leader with the non-painting public, with the 
painters the myth is exploded and it's not just jealousy, although there 
has been a lot of that, but a feeling of very real and deep 
disappointment. 

The pictures which look so well in the dimly lit and light 
controlled studio cannot stand the light of day.78 

Cued by this critique of Weeks, it is possible to see how McCahon benefited as 

an artist through his role as a curator. Nearly every day that he worked at the 
\ 

ACAG he dealt with artworks. He constantly thought about how to display art, 

what its functions were, and what the role of the artist was. He also monitored 

and was very conscious of how his fellow artists responded to shows, and he 

became acutely aware of how wider audiences engaged with the ACAG's 

exhibitions. His experiences of assessing the relative merits and values of a vast 

array of artists and works functioned as a perpetual vehicle for the 

contemplation and clarification of what was important, effective and valuable in 

art.79 This is not to say that he always learnt by example. He was frequently 

disappointed by the shows he arranged, and clearly he struggled with the 

tensions between his private views (which were all the more pronounced 

artists clustered around him.' Melvin Day, 'The Rotorua Connection: John Weeks and Wilfred 
Stanley Wallis', Art New Zealand, 22 (Summer 1981-1982), p. 34. 
77 In one letter he recommended to Brasch: 'Please save space next year for John Weeks - the 
[exhibition] here in April - some magnificent work'. McCahon, to Brasch, undated [December 
1954], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
78 McCahon, to Brasch, 18 May 1955, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. McCahon was also 
irritated by the acclaim surrounding the Weeks retrospective. He wrote to Brasch: 'Beaglehole 
spoke [at the show's opening] for 35 minutes - comparing Weeks to Claude and Poussin - not 
comparing but stating the equal value of Claude, Poussin and Weeks'. McCahon, to Brasch, 18 
May 1955, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/225. 
79 For instance, in one such letter to Brasch McCahon wrote: 'James Crowe Richmond is on the 
walls and he is a very fine painter - at his best - a few just rather a mess but the good ones lovely 
in colour and incisive in drawing - full of air and measurable distances. New Zealand inspired 
him, clear or gray days, overseas something went wrong and a softness came in and destroyed 
his clarity - again not always.' McCahon, to Brasch, 25 September 1957, HL, Brasch: MS-
0996-002/226. 
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because he himself was also an artist) and the demands of curatorial work in the 

context of a small institution with limited resources. As his correspondence 

indicates, he was continually forced into the role of a pragmatic gallery official, 

and in this capacity he became adept at the elevation of artworks and the 

masking of their deficiencies through lighting and skilful display. It was 

nonetheless a productive conflict in the sense that he learnt, by 

contradistinction, what not to do. Ultimately, his doubts, bitterness and 

disenchantment about much of what went on show at the ACAG strengthened 

his resolve to strike out in a new and radically divergent direction. 80 

[III] McCahon and the Tomory Years 

When Westbrook left the Gallery, the Director's job went to Tomory. McCahon 

vividly recalled the circumstances of the new Director's arrival in 1956: 

[Westbrook's] last, greatest, most glorious thing was his Engineer's 
Society exhibition, where we had a train line laid down properly on 
scoria, the whole length of the big City Gallery, and the most 
astonishing telephone installations for calling the cops and for doing 
anything you'd like [ ... ] every conceivable thing. The floor had to be 
all done after this... Ha, ha, ha, it was a ball. Tomory came in and 
asked 'Is this an art gallery?'81 

Under Tomory, this question would never arise. According to him, 'to establish 

a truly professional institution, it was necessary to stop the use of the gallery by 

amateur societies, brewers, and other closet aesthetes promoting chocolate-box 

art.' 82 As the major renovations were completed, the ACAG moved away from 

the role of community activities centre and focused on the core functions of a 

conventional art museum, including augmenting the permanent collection, 

80 McCahon's direct involvement in presenting the Auckland and New Zealand public with what 
he judged to be inadequate work heightened his desire to experience more stimulating painting, 
which, in tum, would revivify and feed into his own practice. In one letter he wrote to Brasch: 
'I won't know any more about [the trip to America] till sometime shortly before Xmas. [1957] 
[ ... ] if it doesn't happen then I will have to arrange something for myself to see some painting. 
[ ... ] The modem French exhibition is unpacked and ready to hang tomorrow. First impressions 
are disappointing. I expected something more serious, so much is well painted and lightweight 
nonsense, a number already so dated as to be quite dead and others obviously painted in the 
modem manner with the soul of the academies that the current cliches are destroying them even 
now. It will look better hung, and I see that my standards are much too high and not flexible 
enough to cope with work that has so little feeling. I also feel that I can do little about this yet 
but must come around to an ability to accept that it is as much the act of creating that is good 
and not only the final result - but should the act be made public?' McCahon, to Brasch, 25 
September 1957, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. 
81 McCahon, 'An Interview', quoted in Bloem and Browne, p. 181. 
82 Peter Tomory, 'The Bridgehead Revisited', Landfall, 185 (April 1993), p. 16. 
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hiring and training specialist staff, and developing a strategically planned 

exhibitions programme. 83 

While the Gallery changed direction under Tomory, his policies and 

procedures did not erode McCahon's influence. Indeed he enjoyed a much 

closer relationship with the new Director than he had with Westbrook. 

According to Peter Webb: 

Tomory and McCahon had an immediate rapport, strengthened by the 
former' s willingness to socialise with staff at the end of the working 
day. [ ... ] On one of these occasions early in his directorship Tomory, 
who had a taste for Japanese smoked oysters, cut his thumb while 
opening a tin. His thumb bled into the oysters, but the level of 
conviviality was such that they were eaten regardless.84 

This image of camaraderie and intimacy among the employees of the ACAG, a 

sort of fraternity cemented in blood, offers a suggestive preface to the loyalty 

and unity of purpose that existed among these people. Tomory, for instance, 

actively promoted local art through a series of articles and academic essays, and 

in many of these texts he cited McCahon as a major figure. 85 He also supported 

the painter in his capacity as a judge for the 1960 Hay's Art Competition, in 

which McCahon shared first prize.86 Yet most of Tomory's expressions of 

support for his colleague's artistic enterprises occurred outside the Gallery; in 

the 1950s at least he was careful to ensure that the ACAG focused on 

inclusiveness and diversity rather than just selecting and promoting a few 

figures. 

Although Tomory was very active in securing international shows and 

acquiring works for the collection, · and although he was the omnipresent 

figurehead of the ACAG, there is considerable evidence to suggest that, as he 

83 'Auckland City Art Gallery in the 1950s', The 1950s Show, p. 14. 
84 Webb, p. 19. 
85 For instance, in one article he drew attention to McCahon by writing about his experiences of 
trying to explain his and Woollaston's art to an international audience. He remarked: 
'McCahon, on the other hand, is very much more inventive [than Woollaston.] Out of the 
landscapes he sees, he creates definite images which belong to New Zealand and are much more 
readily interpreted by a perceptive New Zealander than by somebody abroad. [ ... ] They 
[European viewers] granted that McCahon was probably the more fundamental painter creating 
the more deeply felt image, stripping down what he sees into a basic philosophy, an attitude to 
life within New Zealand. The whole way he paints has what you might call New Zealand-isms 
about it.' Tomory, 'What's Different', p. 3. 
86 At least one commentator during the fracas over the Hay's Prize suggested that Tomory 
rigged the competition. See: E. R., 'Prestige Opportunity Was Lost: Some Patent Absurdities in 
Hay's Ltd. Art Competition', Star, 1 September 1960, AAG McCahon fol. 16. I will discuss 
this charge and the debate it belonged to in further detail in Chapter Eight. 
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was during the Westbrook years, McCahon remained the dominant figure in 

dealing with local art. 87 In a 1964 survey article on contemporary New Zealand 

art, the art historian Kurt von Meier observed: 
~---

In Auckland there is almost universal recognition of the pre-eminent 
position occupied by Colin McCahon. For the last several years 
McCahon has been Keeper of the Paintings at the Auckland City Art 
Gallery, and largely responsible for its being the only gallery in the 
entire country to display a significant interest in contemporary New 
Z l d · · 88 ea an pamtmg. 

As this testimonial indicates, McCahon tailored the ACAG's programmes so 

they focused on local contemporary art. Given that this objective was pursued 

in the context of an institution aspiring to the status of a professional art 

museum, his project was highly significant and, ultimately, very successful. 

Under McCahon's influence, the Gallery initially pursued two strategic 

policy initiatives for exhibiting contemporary New Zealand art during the late 

1950s. First, between 1957 and 1959, the ACAG offered its services, resources 

and a small display space to any three artists who were willing to show 

together.89 Concurrently, the Gallery set up the Eight New Zealand Painters 

series, which presented a selection of works by a range of artists from 

throughout the country. After being hung at the ACAG, these exhibitions were 

then dispatched on a nation-wide tour. What is striking about the presentation 

of these shows is the Gallery's reluctance to be seen as an adjudicator or canon

maker. As the 'Foreword' to Eight New Zealand Painters 11 declared: 'We have 

made no attempt to select in order of merit but rather to present together artists 

who are making a positive contribution to the art of painting in New Zealand.'90 

Then, in 1960, the ACAG set up the Contemporary New Zealand Painting and 

Sculpture series, a much larger exhibition programme, which in its inaugural 

year featured twenty-three artists. By this time the Gallery had become more 

87 This is not to suggest that Tomory lacked vision or understanding, nor is it to deny his 
powerful influence in New Zealand art. Yet I think it is important to recognise that, particularly 
in the late 1950s, McCahon led Tomory and shaped his views on local art and artists. Moreover, 
Tomory's importance as a major independent commentator on local art was more readily 
apparent in the 1960s. 
88 Kurt von Meier, 'Contemporary Painting in New Zealand', Art and Australia, 2:3 (December 
1964), p. 194. 
89 Tony Green, 'Peter Webb's Gallery', Bulletin of New Zealand Art History, 1 (1972), pp. 13-
14. 
90 Peter Tomory, Eight New Zealand Painters 11 (Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, 1958-
1959), quoted in Brown, Conformity and Dissension, p. 56. 
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confident in its rhetoric; the 'Foreword' asserted: 'Despite the absence of 

several well known artists, the exhibition does represent serious art in New 

Zealand at the present time. ' 91 The frequent exhibition of a diverse selection of 

New Zealand works was a strategy designed to increase public awareness about 

the existence, range and quality of local art, and it was also hoped that these 

shows would foster a more appreciative and discerning audience. The Gallery 

also used these exhibitions to offer greater support to living artists and 

encouragement to new and emerging talents. 

As well as promoting the local through its exhibitions programme, 

McCahon and the ACAG also sought to improve the lot of artists by attempting 

to foster conditions conducive to the creation of dealer galleries.92 Most 

notably, Peter Webb, who had worked at the ACAG since 1954, recalled that he 

was 'encouraged by McCahon [to open] a small exhibition space' and so in 

1957 he set up Argus House.93 McCahon's support was pivotal for this venture. 

First, the start of Webb's operation was linked to the ACAG's decision to stop 

hosting one-person shows. While there were a number of strategic reasons for 

this move (including its potential to alienate local artists, and its overlap with 

the Auckland Society of Arts94
), a primary motive was that it created a gap in 

the market, a space tailor-made for Argus House.95 Second, McCahon's 

endorsement was important because he was also an influential New Zealand 

91 Tomory, Painting and Sculpture, quoted in Brown, Conformity and Dissension, p. 57. 
92 Ross Fraser, an ACAG employee during the mid-1950s wrote an article during this period 
outlining the need for an institution such as Argus House in Auckland. He reflected: 'The 
opening of a private gallery is to those who care for the artist an important crisis in the cultural 
evolution of a city. However well run a public gallery may be it is by its very nature an 
unwieldy organism. In spite of alive individual members, being under the control of a 
municipal council it can not be expected to show the daring, the initiative, the independence of a 
smaller gallery. It can move only slowly and with difficulty. A private gallery on the other 
hand is a much lighter and freer thing. It does not exist by virtue of the acquiescence of a 
majority group - it can make its own rules. It can, depending on the taste, perspicacity and 
energy of the person responsible, maintain more vital standards.[ ... ] Peter Webb's plans for the 
future of his independent gallery are concerned with creating a market for painters who to 
coming generations may well be visible as watering places in a desert littered with the 
anonymous bones of those who never dreamt the existence of hidden wells.' Fraser, 
'Independent Gallery', pp. 44-45. 
93 Webb, pp. 20-21. 
94 Founded in 1881, the Auckland Society of Arts (ASA) operated as an amateur art society, 
which organised and hosted both group exhibitions and smaller shows by its members. 
95 Brown contends: 'Peter Tomory was against one-man exhibitions by living New Zealand 
artists on the grounds that it could cause unwarranted rivalry amongst them.' Brown, 
Conformity and Dissension, p. 55. As Green observes: 'Tomory's discretion seems now to have 
been very sensible. Any battles were left by him to be fought out in the Society, not in the 
recently established professional institution. He could hardly maintain the necessary 
impartiality otherwise.' Green, 'Peter Webb's Gallery', p. 13. 
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painter, and Webb needed backing and stock from reputable and potentially 

saleable local talents. Argus House folded after only a year, but, even though it 

did not succeed, it nonetheless demonstrates that McCahon worked to 

encourage and support others to create a sustainable dealer gallery system, and 

he even helped to choreograph the ACAG's policies and programmes around 

this objective.96 

McCahon's assistance in the creation of Argus House was not the only 

occasion on which he used the ACAG to pave the way for a new dealer gallery. 

In 1959 he and Tomory terminated the three-person exhibition scheme because 

it overlapped with the activities of The Gallery, a new commercial dealer 

enterprise located in Symonds Street, Auckland. This policy initiative, along 

with the ACAG's sustained promotion of local work, helped to create a lively 

contemporary arts scene in Auckland. As Ron O'Reilly observed in 1961: 

in Auckland itself, which a decade ago offered fewer facilities than 
most cities for exhibitions, there is now The Gallery, 64 Symonds 
Street, to show that an official art gallery may assist to create such 
demand beyond what it can fully supply.97 

While later commentators have tended to elide McCahon's pivotal role in these 

developments, some of his contemporaries recognised the extent of his 

contribution. Another instructive testimonial comes from the critic and 

commentator I. V. Porsolt. In 1961 he made note of: 

a new showroom run by two architectural students called 'The Gallery' 
but more commonly the 'Little Gallery' to put it in its place beside the 
municipal one [the ACAG]. It works in, however, very well with its 
big brother, and it is around the City Gallery and its free-coursing 
satellite that contours of a group become visible. It is Colin 
McCahon's circle.98 

Within a few years other dealer galleries opened in Auckland, including the 

Uptown Gallery, the Barry Lett Galleries, the Ikon Gallery, and New Vision. In 

1965, in a newspaper article in the Auckland Star entitled 'A Living Can Now 

96 Argus House did not stay in business for very long, but McCahon continued to support and 
encourage the creation of such enterprises. In a newspaper article on McCahon the Wellington
based art dealer Peter McLeavey reflected: '"It was largely because of him and one or two other 
artists, that I decided to stay in New Zealand." Mr McLeavey says McCahon was one of the 
encouraging forces which pushed him into staying in Wellington and building up his gallery. 
The gallery was one of "Colin's children".' Peter McLeavey, quoted in Deborah Hannan, 
'Epitaph: Colin McCahon 1919-1987', The Evening Post, 30 May 1987, p. 21. 
97 O'Reilly, 'Correspondence', p. 291. 
98 I. V. Porsolt, 'Auckland Painting in 1960', Landfall, 57 (March 1961), p. 82. 
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be Made', Hamish Keith claimed: 'Earning a living as a full time painter is 

rapidly becoming possible.' 99 For most local painters this was not yet a reality, 

but certainly contemporary New Zealand art was becoming a marketable 

commodity in Auckland, and McCahon's work at the ACAG did much to create 

the conditions for this development. 100 

As well as actively encouraging the rise of dealer galleries, the ACAG also 

sought to create an art market by promoting and endorsing the concept of 

collecting New Zealand art. The main initiative in this respect was the 1958 

show A Private Collection of New Zealand Paintings: Thirty-seven New 

Zealand Paintings from the Collection of Charles Brasch and Rodney Kennedy. 

As was evident in Chapter Six, Brasch and Kennedy consistently encouraged 

McCahon during his early career, and this exhibition of selected works from 

their collection is another example of their support. In the 'Foreword' for the 

catalogue accompanying this show Peter Tomory reflected: 

[this] collection is certainly the most extensive and carefully chosen in 
the Dominion; [ ... ] it is a matter of some gratification both to the 
artists and all those interested in the furtherance of serious art in New 
Zealand to find at least one collection which demonstrates both the 
judgement of its owners and the confidence they have in the painters of 
their own land.101 

As these remarks indicate, one of Tomory's strategies with this exhibition was 

to promote and celebrate the novel enterprise of collecting local art. It also 

allowed him the opportunity to break with the Gallery's policy of inclusiveness, 

for he clearly endorsed the priorities and choices of these collectors. Although 

the show featured a number of nineteenth and early twentieth-century works, it 

was weighted towards recent painting. A third of the works were by Woollaston 

and McCahon. 102 In effect, the ACAG presented a show arguing that local 

works, and particularly these two painters, were well worth collecting. 

99 Hamish Keith, 'A Living Can Now be Made', Auckland Star, 5 November 1965, p. 10, quoted 
in Damian Skinner and Aaron Lister, A Tourist in Paradise Lost: The Art of Michael Illingworth 
(Wellington: City Gallery, 2001), p. 15. 
100 In 1971 McCahon began to paint on a full time basis; as this development indicates, the 
battles he had fought to get people to take contemporary New Zealand art seriously were finally 
beginning to pay some dividends. 
101 Peter Tomory, 'Foreword', Thirty-seven New Zealand Paintings from the Collection of 
Charles Brasch and Rodney Kennedy (Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, 1958), p. 3. 
102 The show featured seven paintings by McCahon and five by Woollaston. The only other 
artists represented by more than one work were Doris Lusk (by two) and Evelyn Page (by four). 
However, Brasch did attempt to qualify the selection by claiming that the show was 'in no way a 
representative one.' Brasch, Thirty-seven Paintings, p. 5 
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The construction of the ACAG as an institution alert to the difficulties faced 

by New Zealand artists was also apparent in the exhibitions McCahon curated 

and in the presentation of these shows. In 1962, for instance, he organised Six 

New Zealand Expatriates, which featured works by Frances Hodgkins, Grace 

Joel, Rhona Haszard, Francis McCracken, Raymond McIntyre and Owen 

Merton.103 The exhibition celebrated the achievements of artists who had left 

New Zealand to further their careers in the international context. In his 

catalogue essay McCahon reflected on the prospect of reclaiming these 

expatriates. He argued: 

As with Hodgkins, whom we can no longer rightfully claim as a New 
Zealand painter, although we may feel a certain pride in ourselves 
belonging to the land of her birth, so it is with these others, and with 
many more. Can any land that has in any way ignored its artists justly 
claim as its own the refugees it has created?104 

While the exhibition Six New Zealand Expatriates pivoted around the powerful 

category of nation, McCahon sought to disrupt the seemingly inevitable 

conceptualisation of this show as a monument to the artistic accomplishment of 

New Zealand. Indeed, he used the expatriate phenomenon as evidence of a 

national failure, a window onto a history of disrespect and indifference towards 

artists. In his last sentence, he left the issue hanging by deploying a rhetorical 

strategy that also appears in his paintings, where the final remark veers away 

from closure or termination; instead, by way of a question, the reader is left to 

give the matter further consideration. 105 Although the subject remains open, the 

author's opinion - that New Zealand audiences have no right to reclaim their 

expatriates - is readily apparent. 

McCahon not only argued a case on behalf of earlier generations of artists, 

he also used the catalogue of Six New Zealand Expatriates to draw some 

unflattering parallels between the past and the present. For instance, he 

claimed: 

Painters must see paintings; and there was little to see in New Zealand. 
Painters must have an audience; and there was, and still is, only the 
most rudimentary audience available. The audience, then as now, 
demanded an art that aped the art of Europe. The ever obliging painter 

103 Colin McCahon, Six New Zealand Expatriates (Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, 1962). 
104 McCahon, Six Expatriates, p. 7. 
105 In The Lark's Song (1969), for instance, after offering an extensive quotation of Maori verse, 
the painting's final inscription asks: 'Can you hear me St. Francis'. 
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left, sometimes perhaps reluctantly, to seek the magic that would make 
him a little less unacceptable at home.106 

What is striking here is the extent to which McCahon avoided the relatively 

formal, objective tone of a conventional art historical catalogue essay in favour 

of an impassioned, insistent and combative voice. Read through his catalogue 

essay, the show became a scathing indictment of New Zealanders' cultural 

immaturity, a critique of posthumously reclaiming artists, and a warning about 

the injustice of forcing artists into exile by denying them their creative freedom. 

This text serves as another indication of the extent to which McCahon' s 

interests and experiences as an artist informed the agenda and ideas promoted 

by the ACAG. 

The ACAG's increasing sense of confidence and authority in the 1960s was 

also evident in its exhibitions policy, most notably in the decision to curate A 

Retrospective Exhibition: M T Woollaston - Colin McCahon in 1963. In his 

'Foreword' Tomory reflected: 

Over the past seven years this gallery has mounted several exhibitions 
of contemporary New Zealand painters: the Eight New Zealand 
Painters series and the more recent yearly anthologies were, and are, 
intended to make more familiar to the public the range and quality of 
contemporary painting in this country. These exhibitions were 
arranged, not with the purpose of establishing an artistic elite, but of 
presenting serious painting as fairly as possible.107 

By mounting this retrospective the ACAG signalled an ebb in its commitment to 

the principles of equity, even-handedness and inclusiveness. At this point the 

Gallery set out to show who was important and why. In the catalogue Tomory 

laid out the qualities that made these particular artists worthy of a retrospective: 

their 'consistency of style and imagination'; their enduring commitment to art; 

their influence on other local artists, and the idea that 'their work has been 

evolved entirely within a New Zealand environment.' 108 Thus, as soon as the 

Gallery began to act in an overtly canonical fashion through the articulation and 

imposition of stringent critical distinctions, McCahon was one of the first 

beneficiaries. 

As well as having the nation's foremost public gallery underwriting him as 

106 McCahon, Six Expatriates, pp. 5-6. (emphases mine). 
107 Tomory, Retrospective, p. 1. 
ios T R . I omory, etrospectzve, p. . 
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a major New Zealand artist, McCahon's yields from this exhibition included 

receiving widespread publicity, being the subject of a published catalogue essay, 

and having his works hung in Christchurch as well as in Auckland. He also 

received some considered and sustained reviews, and a number of critics 

interpreted the show as a confirmation of his and Woollaston' s accomplishment. 

In Christchurch, for instance, one critic reflected: 

It is appropriate that these two painters should share a retrospective 
show, for they have long been associated and they have produced ... 
[some ofJ the finest paintings done by New Zealanders working in 
New Zealand. [ ... ] They are the first real artists to appear in New 
Zealand painting and it is good that such prophets should receive the 
honour of this exhibition in their own country.109 

As this review demonstrates, a retrospective was an unusual event and its 

significance was by no means lost on the critics of the day; indeed, it was 

instantly recognised as an overt, strategic and appropriate act of institutional 

canonisation. 110 

To grasp the importance of this retrospective it is also vital to recognise tha) 

although McCahon was a high-profile artist in New Zealand before 1963, his 

work was not well represented in the public domain. In a sense, there was 

almost no such thing as a public domain for the visual arts. m New Zealand had 

no arts journal at the time, and the only gallery in the country offering a 

permanent sampler of local art was the ACAG. McCahon, of course, featured 

prominently in the A CA G's display of their permanent collection. [fig. 27] But 

beyond this exposure there were very few published reproductions of his work 

in circulation and no colour images were available. Thus, very few people were 

conversant with the scope of his practice. By exhibiting forty-eight of his works 

spanning his entire career, the Gallery created one of the first opportunities for 

most viewers to acquaint themselves with the ground the artist had covered over 

109 J. N. K. [J. N. Kenny], 'Retrospective Exhibition Shows Painters' Progress', Press, 26 June 
1963, p. 18. 
110 The ACAG retrospective also functioned as an authority which subsequent writers upheld as 
evidence of McCahon's stature; in Painting 1950-1967 Mark Young, for instance, 
contextualised McCahon through Tomory's 1963 'Foreword' from the ACAG Retrospective. 
Mark Young, Painting 1950-1967, Peter Tomory, series ed., New Zealand Art series (Auckland: 
A.H. & A. W. Reed, 1968), p. 3. 
111 As I. V. Porsolt put it: 'Comprehensive shows of an artist's work are rare in New Zealand; 
one thinks of John Weeks's retrospective exhibition in Auckland some years ago, and more 
recently Sydney Thompson's at Christchurch.' I. V. Porsolt, 'Retrospectives: M. T. Woollaston 
and Colin McCahon', Landfall, 67 (September 1963), p. 272. 
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the preceding decades. Of course, this argument could be applied to any New 

Zealand artist given a retrospective in the early 1960s, but this format was 

particularly useful in the case of McCahon's oeuvre. For he was a painter whJ 

often mined his own past, who cobbled together his own visual language 

through the appropriation, recycling and reconfiguration of signs and symbols. 

Yet legibility of this intertextuality relies on a perceiver's awareness of the 

complex pathways, leaps and re-tracings within the artist's oeuvre; in other 

words, to follow this process viewers need to know a large number of the 

artist's works. 112 Thus the 1963 retrospective provided a fertile context for 

audiences to understand his practice. 113 Moreover, because, in comparison with 

what his contemporaries were doing, McCahon made uncompromising, 

challenging, and eccentric pictures, the backing of a major institution lent his 

enterprises some extra credibility. 

The artist's years of working as a curator and high-ranking gallery official, 

and his dedication to presenting and promoting art on behalf of a major public 

· institution for the consumption of a New Zealand audience, also had a general 

impact on his thinking as an artist and his approach to modelling his art. Take, 

for instance, the issue of scale. While most New Zealand artists of his era 

tended to make relatively small paintings, works which could be readily and 

appropriately assimilated into the private domestic context, McCahon 

concentrated a lot of his energy on painting public pictures, works that could 

only be accommodated by public institutions and particularly art galleries. 

Certainly there were many factors at play in the artist's decision to use very 

large canvases. Yet the one that I wish to stress here is that because he became 

112 As the critic I. V. Porsolt reflected, the show was not merely about the celebration of a 
completed project but rather it provided 'the kind of retrospect where one is invited to think of 
prospects.' Porsolt, 'Retrospectives', p. 272. Porsolt continued: 'Mr McCahon works in series -
one after another, or overlapping. There are his "straight" landscapes; he reinterprets old 
masters and tries out methods of new ones; there are abstract landscapes and symbolic abstracts. 
There are the religious themes with and without poetic calligraphy, this desperately simple 
device to break through the dumbness of his spectators who are baffled by abstract symbolics -
only to incur the charge of gimmicking from those who like their symbols straight. And there is 
the uncomfortable fact that all these things are apt to crop up at unpredictable points along the 
timeline of his career. No experiment seems to be done and finished with for good - it is not 
even clear if it was an experiment. Some day, perhaps, someone will succeed in sorting out 
these involutions.' Porsolt, 'Retrospectives', p. 273. 
113 As Tomory remarked: 'no true assessment can be made of any artist until it is possible to see 
his work in retrospect'. Tomory, Retrospective, p. 1. This claim has some truth for both painter 
and audience alike. The show also afforded McCahon an unprecedented and valuable 
opportunity to revisit, reflect on and interrogate his own work and his history as an artist. 
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so accustomed to thinking large, to thinking about the needs and the spaces of 

galleries and their visitors, his approach to his own work was also increasingly 

marked by an ability to think big and to think in terms of the public domain. 

The expertise of the curator fed into the artist's arsenal, and he designed his \ 

works to address the general public in a format well suited to display in public \ 

institutions. 

McCahon left the ACAG in 1964 but the institution's support for his work 

did not abate. Between 1964 and 197 4 his paintings featured in nine of their 

exhibitions, including another major retrospective, Colin McCahon: A Survey 

Exhibition in 1972.114 The ACAG's continuing promotion of the artist 

throughout this period has much to do with the efforts of the people he once 

trained, supervised and worked with. Take, for instance, the actions of Hamish 

Keith. Keith came to work at the ACAG in 1958, initially as a student assistant 

and then, when McCahon resigned in 1964, he took over the role of Keeper. 

McCahon's influence on Keith was not merely a consequence of workplace 

mentoring, for Keith described his encounter with the paintings of McCahon 

during the 1950s as 'something of a revelation' and a catalyst for his decision to 

take art seriouslyY5 Before he stopped painting in the 1960s, Keith's work 

borrowed much from the senior artist, and the influence was recognised by the 

critics; Porsolt, for instance, referred to him as 'a younger follower of 

McCahon.' 116 In curatorial matters, too, Keith followed his former supervisor 

and continued to advance him as a major figure in a range of the Gallery's 

shows. As well as his continued support through the ACAG, Keith made 

another significant contribution to McCahon' s reputation by dedicating an entire 

chapter to him in An Introduction to New Zealand Painting (1969) and, in a 

potently symbolic gesture, by using his work as the book's cover illustration.117 

Another former colleague who continued to promote McCahon was 

Tomory. In 1968, for example, he was the editor of the New Zealand Art series, 

114 The ACAG shows were: Contemporary New Zealand Painting and Sculpture 1964 (1964), 
New Zealand Painting 1965 (1965), Eight New Zealand Artists (1966), New Zealand Painting 
1966 (1966), Ten Years of New Zealand Painting in Auckland 1958-1967 (1968), Ten Big 
Paintings (1971), The Auckland Landscape 1840-1971 (1971), McCahon: A Survey Exhibition 
(1972), The Kim Wright Collection of New Zealand Painting (1974). 
115 Keith, 'The Authors', Brown and Keith, unpaginated back cover. 
116 I. V. Porsolt, 'Auckland Painting in 1960', Landfall, 57 (March 1961), p. 82. 
117 Brown and Keith, pp. 180-194. Part of the significance of this profile was that it was 
contained within the first book-length construction of New Zealand art history. 
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and he also authored the second volume; in this context McCahon was 

repeatedly presented as New Zealand's most significant artist. 118 While Angus 

and Woollaston were cast in the mould of important figures during the 1930s 

and 1940s, McCahon was elevated by being framed as both a contemporary and 

historical figure. 

From the preceding analysis we can conclude that, as a painter, McCahon 

accrued some notable and significant rewards during his tenure at the ACAG. 

While it was not always a direct result of his own work, the Gallery's actions 

furthered his reputation and profile as an artist. His job also affected his 

thinking and practice as a painter. Yet his curatorial strategies and policy 

initiatives were not just self-serving; they were informed and motivated by his 

awareness of the challenges local artists faced. He had a significant impact on 

Auckland's and New Zealand's cultural landscape; in particular, he amplified 

the range of options and opportunities for local artists, and he made a profound 

contribution to the remodelling of the local artworld that took place in the late 

1950s and 1960s. 

118 Tomory, Painting 1890-1950; Young, Painting 1950-1967. 



Figure 22: Colin McCahon, Crucifixion According to St Mark, 1947 
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Figure 23: Colin McCahon, Hail Mary, 1948 



Figure 24: Louise Henderson, Duravel No. 2, 1952 



Figure 25: Colin McCahon, Kauri, 1953 
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Figure 26: Photograph of Object and Image, 1954 
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Figure 27: Front Cover, Auckland City Art Gallery Quarterly, 14 (1960) 



Figure 28: Cqlin McCahon, Northland Panels, 1958 



Figure 29: Colin McCahon, Painting, 1958 



Figure 30: Colin McCahon, Tomorrow will be the same but not as this is, 1958-1959 



r 

RAND0~1 RE~HNDER 

DOWNWARD PATH 
This space is d~ to
day to a warning to 
golfers. Some of them, of 
course, are already be
yond redemption. These 
~ks are addressed 
t~ those wh~ wives 
have not so far shou·n 
an inttt-est in the pme. 
The thin& is. don t let 
them. 
It: starts simply enough. 
with the woman bein& 
asked by ODte of her 
friends to join a club. 
Th~ luave even been 
instances where fatuous 
husbends have per
~ their wives to 
abmdc,n ~ melancholy 
1dtehen chores for' tM 
int~ refreshment 
of d~ fairway&. How
ev~r it ~firu.. th~ ~d 
retrul t i.s urually the 
A.llle. 
At ftnt. ~ littl~ weman 
i& thrilled with ~r ~ 

lease from domestic 
chains and is willing to 
admit to running .up a 
quick hundred before 
lunch while playing nine 
holes . But the moment 
she plays two C'On.seeutive 
shots with some success. 
she is gone, and , with ' 
her. her hw~band , She 
starts to think abot the 
game, to worry !about 
improving. She comes 
to the conclusion that 
~rh.a.ps her brassie is . 
too heavy; so : she 
borrows her husband's 
spoon. She doesn't like 
her putter. ~use it 
seems to need plenty of 
u~ before aehieving the 
desired result. She takes 
htt husband's from his 
bag. Then sh~ r~ali~ 
that h~r own bag looks 
dowdy, and that her hus
band's i~ va!tly ~Mor. 
This tives her complete 

:i.., 
i l 
~ : 

. ; : 
fr~orf 'to chop up his 
gol.l bails. to squander 
his t~. Then she di$
covers \ th.at h~ trundler 
is :-kg~ter and pulls 
more it,a;s.ily. And she : 
comes tb the conclusion 
that ~e needs more . 
pra~ But to 1et to : 
golf shi!l c~ his car. 
The s4:>r.l' now takes a 
d~I tum. Alter a 
few mdnths. tbe chlld-

:d ~ ~r~i~ 
l~k ot~: per nourish-
ment.__ : · · tives leave 
rude n ' in the dust on 
the -~-· . The hw-
band s ru dining at tiu 
dub. ~ t hi.8 rolf club. 
He · ~~ed from that. 
Sub5crl:rit1<>na Mu,. p-urp,oM 
ol pure~~ th• ori&tnal of 
this po;.irlul landacape for 
th• city; ,nay be left at th• 
e.mCf'. --p,,~ add ~xch.n&• 
to c-oun~J!Y _ c~uec. , 

;'i 

Figure 31: 'Downward Path', Press, 18 October 1962, p. 28. 
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Figure 32: Colin McCahon, Waterfall, 1964 



Figure 33: Colin McCahon, Practical Religion: The Resurrection of Lazarus 
showing Mount Martha, 1969-1970 



Figure 34: Colin McCahon, The Lark's Song, 1969 
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Figure 35: Colin McCahon, Easter Landscape: Triptych, 1966 
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Figure 36: Colin McCahon, The fourteen Stations of the Cross, 1966 



Figure 37: Colin McCahon, Spring, Ruby Bay 1945 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

McCAHON'S MODELLING 

Colin McCahon was himself a fine user of the writer's black ink. He 
had an irreparable attraction to the word. The catalogue entries, for 
instance, to his first major retrospective, at the Auckland City Art 
Gallery in 1972, were written entirely by the artist. McCahon's prose 
there is fresh, supple, and various. It may fluidly move, without 
unease, from the pose of a vivacious naivety, to the grand gestures of 
the Sublime. He published more than any other New Zealand 
painter, before or since. [ ... ] [H]e was a skilled presenter in prose of 
own public persona - so skilled, in fact, that criticism for many years 
all but abdicated before him, contenting itself with paraphrase and 
quotation from him. 1 

· 

Francis Pound, 'McCahon, Skies, Stars, Writing' 

New Zealand has always been threatened by what it didn't 
understand. Colin played down the intellectual side of his art: he 
relied on the land - man alone, the religious thing, pain and anguish.2 

Richard Killeen, Colin McCahon: The Man and the Teacher 

[I] A Fine Wordsmith 

258 

Writing on McCahon has often been informed by McCahon's writings. Given 

that · his autobiographical texts constitute a reasonably extensive body of 

discourse their frequent invocation is unsurprising. While his artwriting has 

continually been repeated, and, in a few instances, his role as a writer on his 

own behalf has been commented upon, admired, and even disparaged, the nature 

and the effects of his model demand sustained critical assessment.3 So, too, 

does the relationship between the artist's model and.the models which preceded 

it. For McCahon's writing was also informed by other writings on McCahon. 

McCahon's skills as an artwriter were forged and honed during his time at 

the Auckland City Art Gallery, where, as we saw in the previous chapter, he 

produced essays for exhibition catalogues and commentaries on both recently 

1 Pound, 'McCahon, Skies', pp. 153-154. 
2 Richard Killeen, quoted in Wood, p. 35. 
3 Two notable exceptions to this disregard for McCahon' s role in the interpretation of his own 
work are: Pound, 'McCahon, Skies', pp. 153-154; Simmons, Last Word, pp. 41-51. 
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acquired and extant works from the collection.4 However, aside from an artist's 

statement in 1963, it was not until he left the Gallery for a teaching position at 

Auckland University's Elam School of Fine Arts that he deployed his 

experience as an artwriter in the service of his own work. 5 His first notable 

foray into published self-referentiality came in 1966, when he provided an 

enchanting and oft-quoted account of the lucent memories of his childhood 

years for Landfall's 'Beginnings' series.6 With the establishment of 

professional dealer galleries for contemporary New Zealand art in the sixties 

and early seventies, the artist got into the habit of supplementing his shows with 

brief commentaries and statements. 7 Because McCahon was one of the 

ACAG' s first curatorial voices, it is perhaps unsurprising that when this 

institution featured and exhibited his work he fell back into his former role as an 

artwriter. In 1969 he composed a sequence of anecdotal musings on the 

ACAG's collection of McCahons for publication in the Auckland City Art 

Gallery Quarterly. 8 Then, in 1972, in the catalogue accompanying Colin 

McCahon: A Survey Exhibition, the artist wrote a chronological sequence of 

anecdotes and reminiscences, which chaperoned readers around a selection of 

his works from 1938 to 1971.9 This text remains one of the most influential 

commentaries on the painter and his work. He also produced a number of small 

framing texts to feature in the catalogues accompanying group exhibitions, such 

as Earth/Earth (1971) and New Zealand Drawings (1976). 10 In addition to 

these passages, McCahon wrote a number of modest commentaries, 

autobiographical notes, and essays, which, owing to the fame of their author, 

4 For a list of McCahon's authorial efforts in ACAG publications see: Miller, Bloem and 
Browne, pp. 240-241. 
5 Colin McCahon, McCahon's McCahon's [sic] 1943-1963: An Exhibition of 24 Paintings 
(Auckland: Moller's Gallery, 1963). 
6 McCahon, 'Beginnings', pp. 361-364. 
7 McCahon, McCahon 's McCahon 's; Colin McCahon, [statement], Colin McCahon: North 
Otago Landscapes, (Auckland: Barry Lett Galleries, 1967); Colin McCahon, [statement], 
Earth/Earth (Auckland: Barry Lett Galleries, 1971); Colin McCahon, [statement], Colin 
McCahon: "Necessary Protection" (Auckland: Barry Lett Galleries, 1971); Colin McCahon 
[statement], Colin McCahon Paintings From This Summer '71 '72 Muriwai and Kurow 
(Auckland: Barry Lett Galleries, 1972). 
8 McCahon, 'All the Paintings', pp. 2-15. 
9 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, pp. 17-38. 
10 McCahon, [statement], Earth/Earth; Colin McCahon, [statement], Manawatu Art Gallery 
Centenary Collection: Contemporary New Zealand Painting 1971 (Palmerston North: 
Manawatu Art Gallery, 1971), p. 11; McCahon, [statement], New Zealand Drawings 1976 
(Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, 1976); Colin McCahon, 'The Group 1927-1977', pp. 13-
14. 
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Interviews conducted with him have also been 

accredited a status proximate to that of his own writing, and even the shorthand 

notes taken by academics who attended his lectures and seminars have been 

published and rigorously scrutinised. 12 

McCahon's burgeoning reputation has also incited a hunger for his 

unpublished writings. Because the artist corresponded with supporters, friends 

and family in the South Island after he moved to Auckland in 1953, his letters 

constitute a rich archival resource. 13 What makes these documents particularly 

important is that in many instances they represent the only significant 

contemporary discussion on particular aspects of his work. Passages from his 

letters to figures such as John Caselberg, Brasch and Ron O'Reilly have, 

therefore, made a major contribution to the analysis of his work. 14 Although 

some of his letters still remain under archival embargo, and others have not been 

accessioned by public institutions, the material that is available is considerable 

and the piecemeal publication of the artist's correspondence will undoubtedly 

continue. Rita: Seven Poems by Colin McCahon (2001 ), a slim volume of 

poetry paying tribute to his fellow artist, Rita Angus, represents another 

significant posthumous transposition of McCahon's private writing into the 

public sphere. 15 In the 'Afterword & Notes' to this publication, its editor, Peter 

Simpson, wrote: 'The order of the poems as printed here is editorial, not 

11 McCahon, 'Louise Henderson', pp. 40-41, p. 69; Colin McCahon, 'Nineteen Painters: Their 
Favorite Works', Islands, 10 (Summer 1974), pp. 396-397; Colin McCahon, 'Necessary 
Protection', 'Artists and the Environment', Art New Zealand, 7 (August, September, October 
1977), p. 45; Colin McCahon, 'Molly Macalister 1920-1979', Art New Zealand, 14 (Winter 
1979), p. 26; Colin McCahon, 'Tales out of School: Well-known New Zealanders Look Back on 
their Education', Education, 30:3 (1981), pp. 32-33; Colin McCahon, Colin McCahon 
(Wellington: Victoria University Library, 1981), unpaginated. 
12 Colin McCahon, 'Modem Art - The Retreat to Tradition', unpublished lecture for University 
Students' Association Congress at Curious Cove, January 1962; see Green, 'McCahon's Visit', 
pp. 19-42; (This texts contain notes taken by Wystan Curnow at McCahon's 'Modem Art' 
lecture in 1962 and another lecture he gave in January 1963, and it offers analysis by Green.) 
Green, 'More Lecture Notes', pp. 25-31; (This text contains notes taken by Roger Horrocks at 
McCahon's 1962 and 1963 lectures, and it also features analysis by Green.) For interviews see: 
McCahon, Interview; McCahon, 'Transcript'. Both were significant resources for Brown in the 
writing of his book on McCahon; see Brown, Colin McCahon: Artist. 
13 The Hocken Library, for instance, contains (mostly restricted) correspondence from McCahon 
to figures including: Brasch: MS-0996-002/225, MS-0996-002/226; John Caselberg: Misc-MS-
1265; Ronald Norris O'Reilly: Misc-MS-156; Annie Baird: Misc-MS-1256; Patricia France: 89-
010/95-053. 
14 See, for instance, Simpson, Answering Hark. 
15 McCahon, Rita. 
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authorial' .16 Similarly, the decision to publish this volume was not authorial -

the artist never voiced his poetry in public, and yet, posthumously, because of 

his status as a major painter, he has been choreographed into the role of a poet. 

Thus, as a body of text, McCahon signifies a considerable and ever-expanding 

discourse. 17 

Beyond the insatiable appetite for new evidence, the enthusiasm that 

underscores various attempts to expand McCahon's oeuvre as a writer is easy to 

explain: his writings are lively, eloquent and intelligent. The artist's comments 

are therefore readily amenable to quotation and often serve to enliven 

conservative art historical texts. This effect was perceptively observed in the 

New Zealand Listener's review of Gordon H. Brown's Colin McCahon: Artist 

(1984), a diligent and painstaking biographically structured book which offered 

a survey of the artist and his work. As the reviewer, M. G. Hitchings, noted, the 

'simplicity and evocativeness of the artist's own statements' appear as moments 

of lucidity within Brown's 'packed prose'; the verdict: 'McCahon remains the 

best writer on McCahon.' 18 Certainly, from a literary point of view, this is a 

conclusion that holds good for the majority of art historical discourse on the 

artist. 

As well as being exploited for their literary and even entertainment value, 

McCahon' s writings have consistently served to sanctify and ameliorate most 

art historical accounts of his work. His words have often functioned as a 

guarantor for the attribution of influence, and they are continually proposed as 

16 Simpson, Rita, unpaginated. 
17 Simpson observes: 'McCahon's letters to John Caselberg reveal that he was writing much 
poetry in the period 1972-1973, and his remarks suggest that it was for him at that time a new 
activity.' Simpson, Rita, unpaginated. On the basis of this claim it appears that it would be 
possible to publish more ofMcCahon's poems. 
18 M. G. Hitchings, 'Work First', New Zealand Listener, 6 July 1985, p. 48. Another reviewer 
who came to a similar conclusion was Jim Barr. He wrote: 'Though Gordon Brown has always 
been highly respected as an indefatigable tracker and recorder of New Zealand's art history he is 
not given to "interesting talk." Rather he marshalls facts in long shambling lines that seem to 
stretch back beyond the horizon. Brown's way of doing art history is to take these facts one at a 
time and place them detail upon detail till inevitably the paintings themselves are hidden behind 
tottering piles of information. [ ... ] Unfortunately for Brown his limitations are highlighted by 
flashes of fascinating insight and interpretation in quotes from people such as Ron O'Reilly, 
Anne McCahon, Wystan Curnow, John Caselberg and, of course, McCahon himself.' Jim Barr, 
'Definitive Disappointment', New Zealand Times, 6 January 1985, AAG McCahon fol. 27. Not 
all of the reviews of this publication concurred with this verdict. See: John Summers, 'Literary 
Views and Reviews: Travelling in McCahon country', Press, 9 March 1985, AAG McCahon 
fol. 27; G. J. Griffiths, 'Serious Art, Taken Very Seriously', Otago Daily Times, 14 August 
1985, AAG McCahon fol. 27. 
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incontrovertible express10ns of his intentions. Simmons argues that such 

practices are pervasive and problematical: 

McCahon has profoundly affected critical response to his own work, 
perhaps even straightjacketed it. 'My painting is almost entirely 
autobiographical - it tells you where I am at any given point, where I 
am living and the direction I am pointing in,' claims McCahon, setting 
the bounds of sense and the itinerary of meaning for his painting 
(McCahon 1972: 26). The early and enthusiastic devotees of this 
autobiographical method in relation to McCahon's work were Gordon 
Brown (1984 and 1988) and Wystan Curnow (1984 and 1991). 
However, the fact that the founding autobiographical tautology still has 
currency is also exemplified by recent critical interventions by 
McCahon's son, William McCahon (1995, 1998 and 1999), and 
appraisals such as Agnes Wood's Colin McCahon: The Man and the 
Teacher (1997). These critics, and most others I would have to add, 
read Mc~m1'_s~paintings_as-~----lantol:>iQgr__E:pJi_i.Q&siguifiers.19 --~- -~ 

As Simmons contends, McCahon's autobiography has been a powerful factor in 

the modelling of this artist. It is therefore necessary to examine the artist's 

writings, and their causes and effects. 

To begin with, I will look at a set of interpretative problems arising from 

other writers' uses of McCahon's autobiography. Then I will examine the 

various forces that shaped and influenced his autobiographical writing, arguing 

that these public accounts of the artist and his work are heavily mediated 

performances. In the light of McCahon's careful tailoring, I intend to give 

sustained attention to the various texts that modelled him as an artist in the 

middle years of his career. I do so because I intend to demonstrate that his 

major model of himself and his work - the 1972 catalogue entries for Colin 

McCahon: A Survey Exhibition - responded to earlier representations of the 

artist and his work. 

The claim that McCahon's writings have often had a troubling and 

constraining effect on the interpretation of his work provides a useful point of 

departure for my study of the consequences of the artist's model. For art 

historians frequently use his writings to re-present his intentions and 

interpretations, but often they distort, misread or oversimplify the master's 

narrative even as they proclaim fidelity to it. The use of McCahon' s writings in 

an article by the art historian and childhood friend of the artist's family, 

Jonathan Mane-Wheoki, exemplifies some of the problems associated with 

19 Simmons, Last Word, pp. 41-42. 
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autobiographical interpretation. He wrote: 

As a schoolboy I would have glimpsed in progress works now revered 
as icons of New Zealand art. I have a vivid recollection of Colin 
furiously sloshing paint, one serene, sunny November afternoon in 
1958, on lengths of canvas spread over the timber deck he had added to· 
the rather cramped bach (in French Bay) inhabited by the McCahons. 
Recently returned from a study tour of the United States of America, 
he found the kauri-encircled bach claustrophobic after the wide-open 
spaces of America, 'fled north in memory and painted the Northland 
Panels.'20 
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Whether consciously or not, this narrative parallels McCahon's famous 

anecdote in his autobiographical 'Beginnings' article, where he fondly recalled 

witnessing a commercial artist at work during his boyhood.21 In Mane

Wheoki' s discussion, however, parallel soon gives way to paraphrase: while the 

narrator's description of his own privileged position as an eye witness raises the 

expectation of a unique or original insight, the text does not advance beyond 

McCahon's commentary about the making and meaning of the Northland 

Panels (1958). [fig. 28] In the 1972 catalogue for Colin McCahon: A Survey 

Exhibition the artist wrote that after returning from America: 

We went home to the bush of Titirangi. It was cold and dripping and 
shut in - and I had seen deserts and tumbleweeds in fences and the 
Salt Lake Flats, and the Faulkner country with magnolias in bloom, 
cities - taller by far than kauri trees. My lovely kauris became too 
much for me. I fled north in memory and painted the Northland 
Panels.[ ... ] 

These were painted on the sun deck at Titirangi all on one 
Sunday afternoon and corrected for weeks afterwards. I was just 
bursting for the wide open spaces.22 

On the face of it, Mane-Wheoki's account follows McCahon's: the site and 

moment of the work's making are identical, and everything the art historian says 

corresponds to the artist's commentary. Yet, in the course of paraphrasing 

McCahon, Mane-Wheoki condenses and redirects the tale so that it focuses on 

the painter rather than the painting. According to the art historian, the 

Northland Panels was driven by the artist's adverse reaction to his environment, 

a reaction brought on by his recent experiences of wide open spaces in America. 

20 Jonathan Mane-Wheoki, 'My Favourite', Bulletin of the Robert McDougall Art Gallery and 
Annex, 116 (March-May 1999), p. 3. The kauri is a coniferous New Zealand tree. 
21 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 361. 
22 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 25. 
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Working in the biographical mode, what is central to Mane-Wheoki's account is 

the way in which the painting signifies the artist's emotions and reactions. 

Thus, the Northland Panels serve to remind us of McCahon's claustrophobia 

and his struggle to settle back into his home environment. 

In the mode deployed by writers such as Mane-Wheoki, the paramount 

concern is to offer an authentic re-presentation of the artist, and one of the most 

effective ways to achieve this is by paraphrasing the artist's statements. Yet this 

concern to re-present what the artist said often overshadows critical analysis of 

his texts. Take, for instance, Mane-Wheoki's assertion that the cause of the 

Northland Panels was the artist's reaction to the kauri trees around his house. 

Reviewing the artist's commentary in the 1972 catalogue, it is easy to see how 

the art historian arrives at this proposition. However, in another passage in the 

catalogue, McCahon also said that in the mid-1950s: 

I came to grips with the kauri and turned him in all his splendour into a 
symbol. There were lots of these - very uneven in quality.23 

Thus, when McCahon announced that in 1958 he could no longer cope with his 

kauris, this reference, which Mane-Wheoki reads as the painter's emotional 

response to his immediate environment, is more persuasively and more usefully 

understood as a reference to his work and his faltering relationship with the 

kauri as a symbol. For when the artist returned from America he realised he 

could no longer paint what had so recently been at the centre of his work: 

Cubist-influenced scenes of the Titirangi landscape.24 While he was edging 

toward this break before the trip, overseas he had witnessed too much to go 

back to his old ways, and the only thing to do was to flee. By offering an 

eclectic sample of what he had seen in America, from skyscraper dominated 

cities to vast deserts, and by pointing to the cultural baggage which overlaid this 

23 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 24. 
24 McCahon was acutely aware of how his work had changed after the trip and how much the 
trip had affected his work. In one letter to Brasch, written a few months after his return from the 
United States, he remarked: 'Am painting you 2 small oils - pre-American - shortly - as Xmas 
presents for yourself and Rodney. Both follow ons [sic] from the Harry Scott work and both of 
pohutukawa trees. [ ... ] Immediate painting is very mixed - am swinging between greater 
realism and much freer abstraction and just can't settle either way. I did expect to have a 
difficult time but not as difficult as it has been since coming back. After Xmas will probably 
settle down.' McCahon, to Brasch, 4 December 1958, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. 
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experience, McCahon alludes to the scope and significance of his travels.25 

Instead of offering an essential scene or discovery, he poses America as a rapid 

sequence of disparate images and ideas. In the wake of this experience, as he 

moves from America to New Zealand, from 'magnolias in bloom' to 'manuka in 

bloom', from 'Faulkner country' to his own, he transposes the experience of 

overload into the Northland Panels; there is no one path here but instead he 

paints in many directions: abstraction, landscape and writing converge and 

coalesce. Yet Mane-Wheoki fails to grasp the art historical focus of McCahon' s 

writing, and his biographical agenda encourages this misreading. 

Mane-Wheoki's account also overlooks the interpretative line McCahon 

promotes with his reference to 'wide open spaces.' Again, the art historian opts 

for a biographical explanation: the painter made reference to deserts in America 

and so he deduces from this that after McCahon returned to New Zealand he 

harboured a desire for 'the wide open spaces of America.' However, the 

paragraph in which McCahon introduces the phrase 'wide open spaces' does not 

discuss America; rather it focuses on the physical act of making the Northland 

Panels. In this work, for the first time, the artist used eight large pieces of 

canvas with a combined span of nearly six metres in length and two in height -

this is his wide open space.26 The eight segments of canvas were left 

unstretched, which was another departure for McCahon, and by abandoning 

frames and mounts this afforded him the sense of openness he sought. The 

artist's remark about needing wide open spaces can also be applied to the style 

and imagery of the painting itself; with its blend of relatively bare landscapes 

and its sparse abstract panels, the Northland Panels is all about wide open 

spaces. Again, the artist offers us an instructive lead about his painting, while 

the biographically-focused art historian misreads the artist. 

Problematical uses ofMcCahon's writings are often bound up with a failure 

to recognise the complexities of his authorship. Here, too, Mane-Wheoki's 

25 New Zealand critics, most of whom tend to privilege the local and national over the 
international, have generally taken McCahon's remark about how he 'fled north in memory and 
painted the Northland Panels' as a reference to a psychic return to Northland, yet it could also 
be argued that he was evoking a psychic return to North America, to the place which had 
prompted this new beginning. 
26 The dimensions of the eight Northland Panels are: (1) 1779mm x 817mm; (2) 1778mm x 
835mm; (3) 1761mm x 595mm; (4) 1764mm x 554mm; (5) 1778mm x 825mm; (6) 1770mm x 
610mm; (7) 1779mm x 802mm; (8) 17 46mm x 600mm. 



analysis of the artist's practice serves to exemplify this problem. He argues: 

The origin of the enigmatic, elegiac inscription [ on Tomorrow will be 
the same but not as this is, 1958] which is also the painting's title is 
unknown but it may be compared with that on the Northland Panels, 
'Oh yes it can be dark here and manuka in bloom may breed despair', 
which was almost certainly penned by Colin, a fine wordsmith in his 

. h 21 own ng t. 
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In effect, Mane-Wheoki uses an absence of knowledge to assert McCahon' s 

authorship. This is not a particularly persuasive argument and, moreover, 

installing the artist as an author does little to enrich our understanding of the 

texts. Instead, it is more productive to view these inscriptions by way of Roland 

Barthes's argument that 'a text is not a line of words releasing a single 

"theological" meaning (the "message" of the Author-God) but a multi

dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend 

and clash.'28 Certainly McCahon's writings conform to Barthes's definition in 

the sense that they often bind together fragments and ideas from other texts. In 

the case of the Northland Panels, for instance, the phrase 'Oh yes it can be dark 

here and manuka in bloom may breed despair' relates to an essay written by the 

artist's friend, Olive Johnson. In 1957 Johnson published an article entitled 

'Snow on the Ranges and Floods upon the Mountain' in Approach: A Literary 

Quarterly; in this text she reflected on the salient and special features of the 

environment in which the McCahon family lived.29 Johnson wrote: 

Up in Titirangi, in the New Zealand Waitakere Ranges, the manuka is 
in bloom, a more fragile snow than ever fell on the winter mountains of 
the Rockies. It sprinkles the night-dark green of the bush, less 
ebullient than the frothy native clematis. [ ... ] Half way down the side 
of a steep gully, almost hidden in the lush green of fems [ ... ] and the 
sombre darkness of the bush is the little house where the painter Colin 
McCahon lives. You look out of the windows [ ... ] and down below 
are the long dark slopes of the gully, their colour changing constantly, 
now black as night, now charged with the subtle ranges of green that I 
have never seen anywhere but in New Zealand.30 

These observations about McCahon living in an environment characterised by 

many shades of darkness, along with Johnson's use of manuka in bloom as an 

27 Mane-Wheoki, 'My Favourite', p. 3. 
28 Roland Barthes, 'The Death of the Author', in Image, Music, Text, Stephen Heath, trans., 
(London: Fontana, 1977), p. 146. 
29 Olive Johnson, 'Snow on the Ranges and Floods upon the Mountain', Approach: A Literary 
Quarterly, 23 (Spring 1957), pp. 10-12. 
30 Johnson, 'Snow', p. 10. 
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emblem, a distinguishing signature of the New Zealand landscape, seem likely 

to have provided the phrases and ideas for the inscription on the Northland 

Panels: 'Oh yes it can be dark here and manuka in bloom may breed despair.' 

The larger point here is that often McCahon's eloquent, complex and 

playful writings have been thoroughly exploited; however, commentators often 

fail to take advantage of their critical possibilities and instead we are served up 

with dependent and deferential texts. Much of the writing on McCahon is more 

concerned with re-presenting the artist than explaining his work, and such texts 

often fail to offer insights on either subject. The problem is also self

perpetuating because the omnipresence of the artist's texts, in both their original 

and disseminated forms, makes it increasingly difficult to read them anew. Yet 

it is not my contention that McCahon's autobiographical writings necessarily 

impede interpretation; historically, this has often been the case but it is by no 

means inevitable. My strategy is not to escape from the hegemonic force of the 

artist's writings, but rather to investigate why and how he modelled himself and 

his work. Therefore, I intend to conduct a case study to examine some of the 

conditions and circumstances that produce and mediate his autobiographical 

performances. 31 

31 The attraction to McCahon's writings, both published and private, is also bound up with the 
artist's frequent claim about the autobiographical nature of his work. Yet this claim, even in its 
annunciation, is more complex than it might at first appear, in the sense that artist was not 
entirely its author. A considerable fragment of the remark 'My painting is almost entirely 
autobiographical - it tells you where I am at any given point, where I am living and the direction 
I am pointing in' (McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 26), and much of the concept that it 
articulates, derive from a poem by the New Zealand poet, Peter Hooper. In 1969 McCahon was 
given Hooper's book, Journey Towards an Elegy (Christchurch: Nag's Head Press, 1969) and, 
almost immediately, he made extensive use of the poet's verses in a series of scroll paintings, 
including a work entitled Poetry isn't in my words - Peter Hooper (1969). In this work 
McCahon inscribed the words: 
Poetry I isn't in my words I it's in the direction I I'm pointing 
If you can't I understand that I and if you 're I appalled I at the journey 
stick to the I guided tours I They issue I return I tickets. 
That the artist also deployed part of this text, ostensibly to explain the raison d'etre of his work, 
is entirely typical of the way in which he tended to absorb and reconstitute phrases, symbols and 
ideas. By creating this crossover between Hooper's poem, a painting and a catalogue entry, 
McCahon's declaration demands to be read through these two referents, and this complicates 
any reading of the works or the texts as autobiographical. It could also be argued that - like 
Hooper's poem - McCahon's deployment of these words divides his audience into two: those 
who understand and those who need a guided tour. Tourists are placated by the seeming 
candour and confessional impulse of his writings; armed with return tickets, they cannot see the 
dead end; those who recognise the quote's source and the artist's use of it some years earlier, 
however, are left to grapple with the elegant ambiguities that mark the painter's performances. 
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[II] My Real Beginnings 

One of McCahon's most significant autobiographical pieces was his 1966 

'Beginnings' essay. Here the artist presented a selection of childhood 

memories, including his first encounters with Cubism, descriptions of the 

paintings he admired, some recollections about his education, and an account of 

watching a signwriter paint a shop window. 32 Many of these anecdotes soon 

reappeared in the discourses of art history. The chapter on the artist in Brown's 

and Keith's An Introduction to New Zealand Painting, for example, opens with 

a liberal and sustained paraphrase of his 'Beginnings. ' 33 In addition to such 

general applications, some of the painter's stories proved indispensable to other 

writers. For instance, such was the extent and rapidity of the sign writer story's 

dissemination that in 1972 Ron O'Reilly prefaced its recital by remarking that it 

was 'often quoted' .34 The recurrent use of this tale, and the general deployment 

of the 'Beginnings' essay, serves to confirm Simmons's argument that 

McCahon's autobiographical writings are a powerful force in art historical 

representations of his work. 

What is often problematical about the use of the 'Beginnings' essay is that 

the kind of art historical sleuthing which inserts its stories into a causal schedule 

tends to overlook the fact that the vivid, detail-rich impressions it conjures up 

obviously exceed a child's cognitive and linguistic capacity; cognisance of this 

disparity signals that the recollections made to manifest here bear a tenuous 

relationship to the experiences and insights of a boy of eight or nine. The owner 

of this gaze is an erudite and articulate writer well disposed to story-telling and 

adept at the composition and strategic production of literary affect. This essay 

is a classic instance ofMcCahon's expertise in the manufacture of mythology.35 

In its art historical reincarnations, however, the artist's brief account of his 

childhood experiences has frequently been made to tell a future that was 

unknowable at the time; what is ignored is that the article was produced in the 

32 McCahon, 'Beginnings', pp. 360-364. 
33 Brown and Keith, pp. 181-183. 
34 O'Reilly, Survey Exhibition, p. 13. 
35 As Pound observed, McCahon is a 'great myth-maker'. Francis Pound, 'Who is Uncle Frank? 
A Commentary on a McCahon Catalogue', Art New Zealand, 50 (Autumn 1989), p. 44. 
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1960s, with the knowledge of what this child's future would be. As another 

contributor to the 'Beginnings' series, Maurice Duggan, observed in 1964, the 

problem with writing about a young self is that a 'sense of the future, said to be 

vital to any significant view of the past, [will ... ] inform the piece. ' 36 While the 

relationship between McCahon's childhood experiences and the works he 

produced as an adult has often been interpreted as a case of cause and effect, it 

is more persuasive to argue that knowledge of the 'effect' provoked the design 

of a 'cause'; indeed, the 'effect' created the 'cause'. 

This is not to say, however, that McCahon's account of his childhood is a 

text that artwriters should ignore. Rather, from my perspective, what is 

instructive and useful about this essay is the way in which the adult McCahon, 

the skilled and articulate writer, constructs and presents his childhood. Thus, 

my analysis will focus on the forces and circumstances that contributed to the 

artist's modelling of (a childhood) self in the 1960s, and the nature of the 

resultant construction. As we shall see, McCahon had serious reservations 

about the function and value of autobiography and these doubts are embedded in 

his writings. In addition to demonstrating that the artist's autobiography was 

designed to fend off and even impede biographical interpretation, I will also 

show that his essay was mediated by a significant level of editorial intervention. 

McCahon' s text belongs to a scheme conceived by Brasch in his dual roles 

as Landfall's inaugural editor and incessant propitiator of New Zealand's 

incipient visual and literary cultures. Originally entitled 'How I Began' (and 

privately referred to by one contributor as 'Scratching only made it worse'), the 

'Beginnings' project was envisaged by Brasch as a series of autobiographical 

essays in which writers would discuss their seminal motivations, inspirations, 

and intentions, as well as their understanding of the artist's role.37 He hoped 

that these texts would encourage and inspire others.38 As the project evolved, it 

36 Maurice Duggan, to Charles Brasch, 22 February 1964, Boeken Library Archives, quoted in 
Robin Dudding, 'Introduction', Beginnings: New Zealand Writers Tell How They Began Writing 
(Wellington: Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 9. 
37 Maurice Duggan, to Charles Brasch, 14 July 1963, Boeken Library Archives, quoted in 
Dudding, p. 7. 
38 Brasch's vision for the project, beyond the obvious desire to have short general-interest 
articles for Landfall, was that it might 'act as a spur and encouragement to other writers, 
especially the young.' Charles Brasch, to Janet Frame, 2 February 1964, Boeken Library 
Archives, quoted in Dudding, p. 7. In his letter to James K. Baxter Brasch suggested that 
contributors could address: 'what started them off; what aims and plans if any they had when 
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came to include an eclectic range of approaches, and it even incorporated some 

perceptive critiques of autobiography.39 

Though Brasch solicited artists and composers, as well as writers, of the 

eleven 'Beginnings' essays published in Landfall between 1964 and 1967, 

McCahon was the sole contributor whose reputation was not centred on literary 

performance. 40 While such an imbalance might be seen as symptomatic of the 

writers' intrinsic predisposition to discursive production, in fact, a number of 

them professed ambivalence about the composition of self-reflective offerings. 

Duggan, for instance, who initially rejected Brasch's invitation and 

intermittently grappled with the idea of contributing an essay for three years, 

exemplifies the unease the proposition engendered. He reflected: 

I have an active aversion to the idea of inviting that beast, the 
hypothetical reader, back-stage. I could never resist the temptation to 
invent a better beginning and add cubits to my early want of stature - to 
tidy myself up and edit the absurd.41 

As with Duggan, McCahon struggled with the raison d'etre and parameters of 

'Beginnings.' The anticipation of an audience, who, no doubt, would believe 

they were getting a back-stage pass, was unsettling and led to a conscious 

censorship. The artist's awareness of this conundrum and his experience of its 

inhibiting effects is confirmed by his numerous attempts at writing the essay 

throughout 1965 and 1966. His correspondence during this period is punctuated 

by expressions of doubt. In July 1966, for instance, he confessed to Brasch: 

'Beginnings'. Some progress has been made but I'm not very happy 
about it as yet. I'm just not a natural writer, or it may be I like to retain 
an anonymous position in relation to my work. I think this is it. I 
notice I am carefully selective which really doesn't help much. 

they began; what t):iey thought about poetry or fiction or other kinds of writing and what it might 
mean to be a poet or novelist - their view of his task or vocation. In short, a chapter of 
autobiography.' Charles Brasch, to James K. Baxter, 24 December 1964, Hocken Library 
Archives, quoted in Dudding, p. 8. 
39 For instance, in his 1965 'Beginnings' essay Baxter wrote: 'The poem-writing habit began 
when I was seven. All mental reconstructions of those early events seem likely to be false - not 
deliberate lies, but an improvised and artificial childhood tidied up for others to look at.' James 
K. Baxter, in Dudding, p. 42. 
40 The other ten contributors to the first 'Beginnings' series were E. S. Grenfell (1964); Janet 
Frame (1965); Frank Sargeson (1965); James K. Baxter (1965); Ruth Dallas (1965); Roderick 
Finlayson (1966); Bruce Mason (1966); Raymond Ward (1966); Maurice Duggan (1966); and 
0. E. Middleton (1967). 
41 Maurice Duggan, to Charles Brasch, 22 February 1964, Hocken Library Archives, quoted in 
Dudding, p. 9. 
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Perhaps I [ should] just put it down and leave you to edit.42 

With the dispatch of his penultimate draft, McCahon also provided Brasch with 

an anxiety-ridden covering letter. He wrote: 

The more I write the worse it all becomes. I have destroyed far more 
than I have added. Please if not up to standard and I don't think it is -
burn the lot. I won't be hurt, offended, or anything but relieved. I'm 
posting this off now as I don't feel I can do any more with it - other 
than start again and there just isn't time for that. Sorry.43 

In this instance, there is sufficient supporting evidence to take McCahon at his 

word. The essay was produced falteringly over a period of nearly a year, 

throughout which Brasch's gentle but persistent duress cajoled it into being; 

without the editor's determination and encouragement the text would never have 

been finished. 44 That he chaperoned McCahon through the task with such 

tenacity has much to do with his impending resignation as editor of Landfall: as 

he was acutely aware, the December 1966 issue was his final editorial effort 

and, therefore, it represented not only his last chance to foreground McCahon, 

but also a vindication and celebration of two decades of championing his 

work.45 The painter's sense of obligation and gratitude for the editor's stalwart 

42 McCahon, to Brasch, 5 July 1966, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. 
43 McCahon, to Brasch, undated [early September 1966], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. 
44 Brasch provided ongoing support and encouragement to the very reluctant painter. The first 
mention of McCahon's 'Beginnings' occurs in their correspondence in December 1965, and 
then it recurs frequently in the letters of both men. In June 1966, for instance, Brasch wrote to 
McCahon: 'What news of all your labours, but especially, how does your 'Beginnings' 
progress? I'd like to know soon how long it's going to be, so that I can be sure of having room 
for it, because my last two numbers are filling up fast; when will you finish it, do you think? I 
hope before long.' Brasch, to McCahon, 19 June 1966, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. In 
another letter, written in July, Brasch remarked: 'The pages of"Beginnings" which you showed 
me read well and easily so please keep going, set down what you can without forcing anything, 
and let me see the result - soon I hope. If editing seems needed, I'll make suggestions, which 
you can then decide about'. Brasch, to McCahon, 10 July 1966, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. 
Brasch also reassured the artist when he received the final draft: 'you have no cause to be 
anxious about it. Here and there it is abrupt, but that doesn't matter; it is continuously 
interesting, clear, easy to follow, and in that respect will stand well with the other pieces in the 
series.' Brasch, to McCahon, 21 September 1966, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. 
45 In December 1965 Brasch was gently pressuring McCahon over the production of his 
'Beginnings' essay. As his correspondence indicates, the timing was crucial inasmuch as 
Brasch wished to have McCahon featured in what he knew to be his last editorial effort for 
Landfall. Brasch wrote: 'I hope to see your windows in March, or the designs at least. Since 
next year is to be my last with [Landfal[J, I'd dearly like to reproduce work of yours during the 
year, and wondered if the designs for the windows would reproduce well. But you may have 
other work that's possible. Please think about it, Also, I'm hoping you've been able or will be 
able to write a "Beginnings". If you can, please tell me; I want to plan the four numbers as well 
as I can.' Brasch, to McCahon, 14 December 1965, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. During 
this period McCahon also had a number of major public commissions in process, and he was 
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support, rather than any desire to write an autobiographical piece, were what got 

the essay completed and published. Although he promoted himself as a painter 

of autobiographical artworks, McCahon was by no means eager to write in an 

autobiographical mode. 

As was customary during his reign as editor, Brasch meticulously 

scrutinised McCahon' s draft and furnished him with a series of queries, candid 

reflections, and suggested amendments. The artist acquiesced to three 

recommended cuts, which, to varying degrees, shift the text's tone and meaning. 

First, McCahon's naming of his early supporters was severed from the essay.46 

That Brasch requested this cut (he, of course, was on the list) is very much 

consistent with his fondness for anonymity and discretion about his own prolific 

philanthropy.47 Another excision by Brasch was the painter's ironic and 

contemptuous recital of a verse and chorus from the Otago Boys High School 

song; though he tendered no explanation as to why it should go, it is reasonable 

to assume that the editor found this sophomoric.48 The third and much more 

significant aspect of Brasch's editorial intervention was his request that 

McCahon' s concluding paragraphs be deleted from the published text. In the 

still teaching full-time. This workload no doubt made it even more difficult for him to focus on 
the 'Beginnings' essay. 
46 The edited remark came directly after the artist's comment: 'The painter's life for me was 
exemplified by the life and work of R. N. Field'; it read: 'Later a few friends supported my 
work, Kennedy, Woollaston, Brasch, O'Reilly (I recall O'Reilly buying a very early painting -
two and six down and an occasional two and six following: the beginnings of a collection). 
Later Fleischl, and later still Page and Caselberg offered help both as collectors and supporters.' 
McCahon, Draft of 'Beginnings', undated [circa September 1966], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-
002/226. 
47 Woollaston perceptively remarked: 'Charles very seldom wrote in the books he gave us. 
Usually he wrote on a card, easy to remove or lose, as ifhe wanted to hide the footprints of his 
generosity.' M. T. Woollaston, 'Charles Brasch 1909-73: Tributes and Memories from his 
Friends', Islands, 5 (Spring 1973), p. 244. However, in 2003, a new publication gave a 
thorough account ofBrasch's philanthropy; see: Broadbent, pp. 21-32; Tyler, 'Matter of Taste', 
pp. 49-56. 
48 The edited song came directly after the artist labelled Otago Boys High School as 'that school 
for the unseeing'; McCahon recited: 
Above the City, lo, she stands I A proud graceful hall I 
The finest schools of other lands I Pray take and keep them all. 
We envy not their age, good lack I Their fame we'll ne'er decry 
But from them all we turn us back I To old Otago High. etc ... 
Colin McCahon, Draft of 'Beginnings', undated [circa September 1966] Landfall 
Correspondence, Hocken Library Archives, University of Otago, MS 996: 2/226. McCahon 
responded to Brasch: 'The only cut I felt sad about was the OBHS school song, which is so very 
awful it should be seen by a wider audience. But on that too, I agree. It was only venomous 
hate that put it there.' McCahon, to Brasch, undated [early September 1966], HL, Brasch: MS-
0996-002/226. In a sense, this cut was ironic, inasmuch as mocking a school song is slightly 
juvenile and so fits nicely into the 'Beginnings' brief. 



artist's original draft this section read: 

I have told you little about my real beginnings as a painter, something 
of my early past and background. As a painter, I can't tell you more, 
and don't want too many people readily conversant with my most 
particular concerns. This could hinder my communication. 

The things that happen in the brief time between late childhood 
and adulthood are very private experiences. They inevitably concern 
man's struggle with his God, his definition of his God and his beliefs. 
Perhaps here one should begin, but a personal reticence in such 
discussion must be both expected and respected. I therefore tell you 
nothing more.49 

In his request for the elimination ofthis passage, Brasch wrote: 

I think you should cut your present ending. You are under no 
obligation to tell what you don't wish to tell, or explain what you are 
doing and not doing. I hope you'll agree about this. Explanations that 
no one expects are uncomfortable. Reticences ought to be taken for 
granted, and indeed are.50 
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From a literary perspective this recommendation makes sense: McCahon's 

confession that he had deliberately left out the very things he perceived as 

critical violates the intimacy and empathy the preceding text cultivates with 

such skill and care. His disclaimer shifts the meaning of everything that 

precedes it and subverts the expectations that motivate and structure the 

conventional interpretation of autobiography. While Brasch's decision was 

wise from an editorial point of view, it is nonetheless profoundly ironic that 

McCahon' s most personal comment - the one where he let his guard down and 

said what he really meant - got the axe. Yet, what is more significant about this 

intervention is the way in which it complicates our sense of the text's 

authorship. Clearly Brasch's discomfort with McCahon's bald confession, his 

literary aesthetic, and his assumptions about the interpretation of writing, are 

factors that significantly mediate the final shape of the artist's 

'autobiographical' essay.51 

49 McCahon, Draft of 'Beginnings', undated [circa September 1966], HL, Brasch: MS-0996-
002/226. 
50 Brasch, to McCahon, 21 September 1966, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. 
51 What might also appear significant and surprising about this edited passage is that this painter, 
whose work is inextricably bound up with religion, was unwilling to elaborate about his 
'struggle with his God, his definition of his God and his beliefs.' Yet McCahon was always 
uncomfortable about defining the nature of his faith in the public context. In 1972, for instance, 
he remarked: 'The 1959 Elias series were all painted at Titirangi and all come out of the story of 
the Crucifixion (which should now be read in the New Oxford translation) and I became 
interested in men's doubts. (This theme appears here and appears later - I could never call 



274 
What becomes increasingly apparent is that McCahon's autobiographical 

commentaries are always mediated by a self-imposed regime of censorship. 

Both the aforementioned excerpts from his correspondence with Brasch and the 

two retrieved paragraphs indicate that the painter put considerable thought into 

his 'Beginnings' essay. Together these pieces of evidence demonstrate that he 

found writing in an autobiographical mode invasive and potentially 

counterproductive, so his solution to this problem was to construct a very 

consciously guarded and mediated piece of work. McCahon' s way through was 

to leave out the information that he felt to be important. This is not to say that 

the published text defies genre expectations, for the artist concocts a 

conventional laundry list of firsts: teachers, 'influences' and works are all 

dutifully cited. Like a number of 'Beginnings' contributors, his essay obeys 

convention inasmuch as it cultivates an image of the young McCahon in 

suitably empathetic, self-effacing and modest terms. Nonetheless, the text is 

devoid of what the artist perceived as his 'real beginnings as a painter.' 

Arguably the artist's 'Beginnings' constitutes a definition of the things he 

defined as incidental, extraneous and peripheral to his 'most particular 

concerns.' In this sense, his article is more aptly understood as a performative 

refusal of autobiography's function as an interpretative tool for the artwriter. A 

reading attentive to the artist's intentions would, therefore, treat this document 

as largely irrelevant to McCahon's work as a painter. 

Owing to Brasch's intervention, McCahon's essay did not have the 

opportunity to make its anti-autobiographical impulses explicit; however, in 

terms of its textual character and content, this position is strongly implied. For 

instance, whenever he discusses any encounter that might be read as a formative 

myself a Christian, therefore these same doubts constantly assail me too.)' McCahon, Survey 
Exhibition, p. 27. Later in the same text the artist also reflected in relation to Victory over Death 
2 from 1970: 'a simple I AM at first. But not so simple really as doubts do come in here too. I 
believe, but don't believe. Let be, let be, let us see whether Elias will come to save him.' 
McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 37. Then, in 1981, in a small biographical comment for an 
exhibition handout, McCahon remarked: 'I think I am a Christian - perhaps I am. I think I am a 
good guy - but I'm not.' McCahon, Colin McCahon, unpaginated. Clearly these statements are 
difficult to reconcile. All they share is a sense of the importance of religious belief and a 
hesitation about a precise definition of faith. However in the edited passage from his 
'Beginnings' essay McCahon himself offers an explanation for such prevarication: it was driven 
by the fact that he did not 'want too many people conversant with [his] most particular 
concerns' because it 'could hinder [his] communication.' For although he insisted that he was 
an autobiographical painter, he did not believe that serving up autobiographical information 
would enhance the interpretation of his work. His paintings were meant to be universal, not 
personal. 
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experience, McCahon is quick to quash this possibility. Thus, his first 

encounter with 'the sacred materials of "art" at his grandparents' home in 

Timaru is volunteered as a counter-influence: 'I was probably intimidated by the 

obvious professionalism of the environment' McCahon suggests.52 In a similar 

vein, he is eager to point out that his early work did not portend the arrival of an 

artist, let alone prophesy a genius: 

All children apparently draw and paint, I drew and I painted, so did my 
brother and my sister. Some painting I was pleased with and with 
some I was not. I recall a drawing of kingcups, flowers I only knew of 
through a book illustration. I was pleased with this drawing and later 
with others, an illustration of Wordsworth's 'Daffodils', a few 
Venetian scenes with black posts to tie gondolas to, and many South 
Sea Islands with feathery palms. 53 

Even his art school education, the artist insists, was unremarkable, and only 

furnished him with 'a love of painting and a tentative technique' .54 The 

offerings of the Dunedin Public Art Gallery (DP AG), too, were only 'inferior 

paintings. ' 55 As McCahon put it: 

When you are young and in love with paint and painting even inferior 
paintings become proper food. Later, increasing discrimination robs 
the experience of its first joy: a critical eye is necessary for the painter 
but this very eye, seeing that there are blemishes in the beloved, 
destroys pure joy.56 

The one exception cited by McCahon was Frances Hodgkins's Summer, 

(1913).57 He fondly recalled that this painting: 

sang from the wall, warm and beautiful, beautiful faces beaming from 
summer blossoms. It was strong and kind and lovely.58 

The artist confides that he made a copy of this work as a kind of homage. 

However, when he describes his own vision as an artist, specifically his vision 

of the Otago landscape, he writes of: 

a calmness, a coldness, almost a classical geological order. [ ... ] I saw 
something logical, orderly and beautiful belonging to the land and not 

52 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 360. 
53 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 360. 
54 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 364. 
55 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 362. 
56 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 362. 
57 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 362. 
58 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 362. 
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yet to its people.59 

Although Hodgkins may have charmed and enticed the young McCahon, his 

painterly vision bears no relation to the people-centred lyricism and exuberance 

of her work; instead, in his 'Beginnings' he makes reference to his own interest 

in the classical austerity of the landscape. Again, the text is shaped by the 

artist's strategic refusal to concede anything that could be seen or upheld as an 

obvious cause or influence. 

McCahon's essay also unsettles the conventions of autobiographical 

narration through his textual speculations and interrogation of his own ability to 

offer accurate recollections of the past. An exemplary moment in this respect is 

where, following a perfunctory list of a number of memorable paintings, he 

recalls his early visits to the DP AG. He claims the Gallery: 

had a very special smell and a more sacred feeling than the Art Society 
could ever achieve. Was this because the Art Society was 'us' and this 
was 'them'? - from Overseas, or Old? or was it just a difference in 
disinfectants used by the respective caretakers? perhaps the Art Gallery 
cleaners used a brand also used in the city's Presbyterian churches. 
None of this worried me at the time. The Gallery smell then heralded 
nothing but pleasure.60 

On one level, these playful musings about the comparative olfactory sensations 

in Dunedin's churches and galleries take advantage of the text's brief. This air 

of wonderment, these seemingly inconsequential details and the veering off at 

unexpected and uncharted tangents, mimetically emulates the limited attention 

spans and distraction-prone nature of children, as well as their unmitigated 

delight and ceaseless interrogation of what grown-ups accept as given or 

designate as inconsequential. Yet, within this seemingly trifling interrogation of 

the past, McCahon also reminds us that he, no less than the reader, finds the past 

a strange and distant place; his text signals that memory is inevitably flawed, 

partial and myopic, and that the past can only be seen through the carefully 

wiped lenses of time; indeed, here he goes through the wiping process. In a 

sense, instead of taking us into the 'past', the artist's writing draws attention to 

itself, to its status as textual performance. It foregrounds representation over 

that which the text purports to represent by weaving into the narration the 

59 McCahon, 'Beginnings', pp. 363-364. 
60 McCahon, 'Beginnings', p. 362. 
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problematics of 'writing' a childhood. By questioning his past McCahon's text 

also reminds us of the present. His essay demonstrates the inability of 

autobiographical text to give us direct access to the person and experiences that 

it might conventionally be thought to describe. 

[III] The Modelling of McCahon: 1960-1972 

Through a close reading of his 'Beginnings', it is clear that McCahon's 

autobiographical performances were fraught affairs, shaped and manipulated 

according to the context of their presentation, the agendas and anxieties of the 

author, and even through the input of editors. Yet although the artist's Landfall 

essay, and, indeed, all of his autobiographical writing, shies away from 

confessing what he designated as private and personal, this is not to say that his 

texts lack meaning, relevance or interpretative value. For my objective here is 

not to reveal the artist's essential self, but rather to analyse McCahon's 

presentation of his work and himself as an artist, and to understand the forces 

that contribute to his autobiographical performances. The final two sections of 

this chapter will focus on the artist's modelling of himself and his art in the 

catalogue accompanying his 1972 retrospective, but first I intend to examine the 

writings and the historical circumstances that inform and shape this pivotal text. 

As we have seen in previous chapters, New Zealand artists and writers 

often claimed that the general public viewed their endeavours with indifference, 

hostility or contempt. In 1969 Keith Sinclair argued: 

New Zealand did not want artists and poets; there was no place for 
them; or, rather, there was no place for them if they were men.61 

For most artists, rejection came in the form of a lack of audience, an absence of 

critical engagement and limited sales. McCahon, however, was an exception. 

In the 1960s and early 1970s he was cast as the unwanted New Zealand artist by 

both his supporters and his detractors. The debates he was caught up in were 

not merely about his project; they often escalated into rows about the place and 

responsibilities of local artists. Because of New Zealand's small size, it was 

inevitable, too, that McCahon was acutely aware of both the antagonism and the 

adulation, and these discourses came to influence the how he modelled himself 

61 Sinclair, History of New Zealand, p. 280. 
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in the public sphere. Indeed, I intend to argue that his 1972 commentary can be 

read as a response and even a corrective to much of this debate. To prove this 

case - to establish how his text relates to the discourses of contempt and acclaim 

- it is necessary to analyse the characteristics, and particularly the problems, 

surrounding the reception ofMcCahon in the 1960s and 1970s.62 

A further motivation for my account of the modelling of McCahon during 

the 1960s and early 1970s is that through a study of the writings about him and 

his work we can learn much about the period's cultural and intellectual 

frameworks and debates. More than any other New Zealand painter of this era, 

McCahon was the figure around whom the critics and the general public debated 

issues such as the relevance of abstraction and Modernism in the local context, 

the role of the artist in New Zealand society, and the commodity value and 

appropriate functions of painting. The following analysis also reveals a 

significant departure from the dynamics I discussed in Chapter Six: whereas in 

the late 1940s most of the critics supported McCahon, by the 1960s many had 

serious reservations. What remains constant, however, is that the detractors as 

well as the supporters sustained his considerable public profile. Thus, in my 

study of the modelling of McCahon, the hostile critics and the protests of the 

general public warrant considerable attention. 

As was readily apparent in Chapter Six, McCahon's high profile 

inauguration in the late 1940s gave him a solid nation-wide reputation. Yet for 

much of the 1950s his practice was not particularly controversial. 63 At the end 

62 Robert Taylor once remarked of McCahon's situation: 'His was the sort of rejection other 
artists can only dream of.' Robert Taylor, 'Sugar-coated McCahon Easier to Swallow', 
Dominion, 4 July 1990, AAG McCahon fol. 29. 
63 The most notable exception to this state of affairs was when New Zealand Artists 1954, a 
Community Arts Service touring show of works by Harry Miller, Woollaston and McCahon, 
was banned by the Stratford Arts and Crafts Society. While the Society's members admired 
Miller's efforts, they were not so favourably disposed to those of McCahon and Woollaston. 
News of the Society's decision received considerable coverage in the local newspapers, 
including an editorial in the Wanganui Chronicle entitled 'The Cult of Ugliness' (6 November 
1954, AAG McCahon fol. 11 ). Through the explanations given in justification for the ban, we 
can begin to trace the extraordinary disparity between the expectations of a local audience and 
the work of these artists. The President, R. B. Crawford, objected to the art of both McCahon 
and Woollaston on the basis of the 'sheer incompetence in handling, technique and most 
certainly framing.' R. B. Crawford quoted in 'Rejection of Art Display Defended', Taranaki 
Herald, 18 November 1954, AAG McCahon fol. 11. Concerns were also voiced about the 
appropriateness of McCahon's nudes and particularly the 1953 painting The Rape of Dejanira 
(after Michelangelo). See: ' "Crude" Art Exhibition Banned at Stratford', Taranaki Herald, 18 
November 1954, AAG McCahon fol. 11. The editor of the Chronicle also argued: 'there are 
painters of pictures and creators of sculptured pieces that aim directly at that which is crude, 
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of the 1950s, however, he was again singled out for frequent and intense media 

scrutiny. This shift in the painter's media profile was bound up with a 

significant change in his practice. As I argued in Chapter Seven, for most of the 

decade his Cubist-inspired paintings displayed considerable links with the work 

of his contemporaries, including Louise Henderson, Kase Jackson, Milan 

Mrkusich, and even John Weeks. Late in 1958, however, the artist abandoned 

Cubism, opting instead for an approach unlike anything his peers were doing; 

indeed, his new paintings were unlike anything that had ever been exhibited in 

New Zealand. His combination of abstracted landscapes, Christian symbols and 

text was striking and unusual. The large scale of some of his new works was 

not only about shifting away from easel painting and conventional supports, it 

also amplified the stylistic difference of his new approach. These tactics 

confirmed him as a distinctive figure. 

The difference of these new works excited vigorous debate in the public 

domain. The Wake (1958), a series of sixteen large canvases combining images 

and poetry, aroused some concern when it was exhibited at the Greymouth 

Public Library in 1959, but the real furore began in Christchurch in 1960 when 

his entry in the Hay's Art Competition, which was simply entitled Painting [fig. 

29], shared first prize with two other works.64 What made this accolade 

controversial was not just the difference between the three winning works 

(McCahon's abstract; Francis J. Jones's Kanieri Gold Dredge, a 

ugly and sometimes revolting. These go counter to the general stream of development. Some 
paintings, however, have no logical claim to being anything at all. These are said to interpret 
the inner mind of the artist, not what he sees or what he thinks but what he feels. The cult of the 
ugly has been protested against by the Stratford Arts and Crafts Society. [ ... ] Stratford is to be 
congratulated upon its effective protest against the crude and the ugly.' 'Cult of Ugliness', 6 
November 1954, AAG McCahon fol. 11. Throughout this commentary the artists who incited 
the ban are never named. The real subject here, the underlying anxiety evident both in this 
editorial and in most of the other published objections, is the notion that contemporary art had 
been hijacked by a cult of painters and sculptors who promulgated ugliness and crudity and, in 
so doing, violated the universal and immutable laws of picture-making. The editor even 
suggested that the works in the exhibition were blasphemous: 'the interest of the artist must be 
in the human form and what it has to teach: human creative power has not yet reached to a level 
when it can provide a form superior to that of the Creator's great achievement. Man cannot yet 
teach God anything in the matter of creating beauty. Whenever man tries to do so he not only 
makes himself ludicrous, but he also produces something which can rightly be described as an 
unholy mess.' 'Cult ofUgliness', 6 November 1954, AAG McCahon fol. 11. 
64 The Greymouth fracas was argued out in the local newspaper, the Greymouth Evening Star; 
see: 'Editorial: The Wake Panels', Greymouth Evening Star, 18 July 1959, AAG McCahon fol. 
7a; Tar Brush, (pseud.), 'The Wake Panels', Greymouth Evening Star, 20 July 1959, AAG 
McCahon fol. 7a; Starlight, (pseud.), 'The Wake Panels', Greymouth Evening Star, 20 July 
1959, AAG McCahon fol. 7a; Ivory Tower, (pseud.), 'The Wake Panels', Greymouth Evening 
Star, 20 July 1959, AAG McCahon fol. 7a. 
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representational painting of an industrial scene; and Julian Royds's 'reddish 

Gothic interior extravaganza called Composition'), but also the obvious 

divergence of opinions among the judges which caused this three-way tie. 65 

The predominant attitude of the wider community, however, was not so 

equivocal: hostility towards the judges' verdict, and particularly McCahon's 

entry, was aggressive and widespread.66 Because the competition attracted 

entries from artists all over New Zealand, and because the winning paintings 

were toured throughout the country, the furore surrounding the Hay's Prize 

attracted nation-wide media coverage. 67 In Christchurch the dispute flared up 

again in 1961 when the prize-winning paintings were offered to the Robert 

McDougall Art Gallery; while the Art Gallery Committee wished to accession 

the McCahon, the Gallery's Director and the Christchurch City Council vetoed 

this recommendation and made the controversial decision to reject the gift.68 In 

65 John Summers, 'Mainland Art Competition', New Zealand Listener, 16 September 1960, p. 4. 
The three judges were Peter Tomory, Russell Clark and John Simpson. 
66 For evidence of the vocal and widespread protests and discussions over the Hay's Prize see: 
J.N.K., 'Hays Art Competition: Exhibition Shows Range of New Zealand Art', Press, 31 
August 1960, AAG McCahon fol. 16; D. S. Brokenshire, 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 1 
September 1960, p. 3; Singing Red, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 1 September 
1960, p. 3; 11am, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 1 September 1960, p. 3; Louise 
Lewis, 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 2 September 1960, p. 3; J. R. P., 'Hay's Art 
Competition', Press, 2 September 1960, p. 3; Pegasus, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 
2 September 1960, p. 3; Diana, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 2 September 1960, p. 
3; Another Seeing Red, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 2 September 1960, p. 3; 
James Moore, 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 3 September 1960, p. 3; G. H. Lawden, 'Hay's 
Art Competition', Press, 3 September 1960, p. 3; Try It, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', 
Press, 3 September 1960, p. 3; Gouache, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 3 September 
1960, p. 3; D. W. Rooney, 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 3 September 1960, p. 3; Petticoat 
Lane, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 3 September 1960, p. 3; Chosen, (pseud.), 
'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 3 September 1960, p. 3; Kindergarten Mother, (pseud.), 'Hay's 
Art Competition', Press, 3 September 1960, p. 3; E. N. B., 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 5 
September 1960, p. 3; B. H., 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 5 September 1960, p. 3; 0. R., 
'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 5 September 1960, p. 3; 11am, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art 
Competition', Press, 5 September 1960, p. 3; Guemica, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', 
Press, 5 September 1960, p. 3; May Common-Sense Prevail, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', 
Press, 5 September 1960, p. 3; Anti-Waffle, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 5 
September 1960, p. 3; Inmate of Padded Cell 5, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 5 
September 1960, p. 3; Barbara Gresson, 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 6 September 1960, p. 
3; Also Ran, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 6 September 1960, p. 3; Anti-Waffle, 
(pseud.), 'Hay's Art Competition', Press, 6 September 1960, p. 3; Oil Pourer, (pseud.), 'Hay's 
Art Competition', Press, 6 September 1960, p. 3; PI CUSS, OH, (pseud.), 'Hay's Art 
Competition', Press, 6 September 1960, p. 3. 
67 R. W. B., 'Commentary on the Arts', Dominion, 14 September 1960, AAG McCahon fol. 16; 
Summers, 'Mainland Art Competition', p. 4; B. B., 'Latest Contest Stresses Low Art Standards, 
New Zealand Herald, 21 November 1960, p. 7; Charles Brasch, 'Patrons and Competitions', 
Landfall, 56 (December 1960), pp. 394-396. 
68 'Art And The City Council', Press, 24 February 1961, p. 12; 'Editorial: McDougall Art 
Gallery', Press, 23 March 1961, AAG McCahon fol. 16; 'All Winning Paintings Rejected by 
Council', Christchurch Star, 23 February 1961, p. 12; 'Prize-Winning Paintings Rejected by 
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the following year the artist was again in the news in Christchurch; on this 

occasion the issue was the gifting of another of his major works, Tomorrow will 

be the same but not as this is (1959) [fig. 30], to the Robert McDougall Art 

Gallery.69 As he was in the late 1940s, again McCahon became the nation's 

most high profile and most controversial artist, and a focal point for public 

concern and anxiety about the state of contemporary art in New Zealand. For 

the next two decades he was continually cast in these roles. 70 

In many respects, the hostility towards McCahon in the 1960s was similar 

in style and content to that of the 1940s. During both eras sincerely distressed 

guardians of traditional painting and opportunistic hecklers donned nom de 

plumes and challenged the artist and his work in the 'Letters to the Editor' 

section of various newspapers. A typical example is the following letter by 'PI. 

CUSS,OH': 

Is there never a man with soul so dead who never to himself has said, 
surely, surely, the art of painting hasn't been cast to the dogs. I do 
indeed feel very, very deeply for Mr Hay and his directors. I am sure 
they, as well as hundreds of other art-lovers, are shocked to the bone. 
Just imagine what Gainborough [sic], Van Gough [sic], Van Mear 
[sic], Da Vinci, Michal [sic] Angelo, etc., would say. These good 
people gave us art at its best and honourable standards to work to. 
Why is it the modern crank wants to be so perverse? Does he think 
this is clever? If so, his confederates are very, very few. Let us have 
done with this frivolity and nonsense and get right back to saneness 
and common-sense.71 

Yet, while the outbursts of correspondents such as 'Philistine', 'Art Lover', and 

'Just an Amateur Artist' continued a tradition from the 1940s, there were also 

some new developments in the 1960s. One notable change was that a number 

of McCahon's most ardent supporters were thrown by some of the new 

directions in his work. Summers, for example, was clearly troubled by Painting. 

In an article on the Hay's competition, he remarked that the work was 'possibly 

City Council', Press, 23 February 1961, p. 14; 'School of Art Withdraws from Gallery 
Committee', Press 24 February 1961, p. 12; 'Decision on Paintings: "No Hard Feelings" By 
Firm', Press, 25 February 1961, p. 14; R.R. Beauchamp, 'Art For Argument's Sake', Press, 18 
March 1961, AAG McCahon fol. 16; John Coley, 'Art Gallery Policy', Press, 24 February 
1961, p. 6; John Summers, 'Art Gallery Policy', Press, 25 February 1961, p. 3. 
69 'Wanted for City', Star, 28 November 1962, AAG McCahon fol. 16; 'Painting Subjected to 
the Test of Time', Press, 17 December 1962, AAG McCahon fol.; 'Painting to Hang in Art 
Gallery', Star, 18 December 1962, AAG McCahon fol. 16. 
70 As one member of the public aptly observed in 1961, McCahon was New Zealand's 'art bogy
man No. 1.' Frank Gross, 'Modem Art', Evening Star, 11 November 1961, AAG McCahon fol. 
16. Throughout the next two decades, this would prove to be an apt title for the painter. 
71 PI C,USS. OH, 'Hay's Art', 6 September 1960, p. 3. 
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too subtle' for him and he 'did not click [with it] after prolonged study' .72 E. C. 

Simpson, a writer who early in 1948 mounted an emphatic defence of the 

painter's practice, publicly denounced his late work. In 1971 he wrote to the 

short-lived local culture journal, Arts and Community: 

I must express surprise to find that anyone would undertake a serious 
review of McCahon's painting of "I am" [Gate III, 1970 ... ] this 
appears to be the hysterical effusions of a hot gossiper at a religious 
revivalist meeting. If Mr McCahon feels psychologically impelled to 
vomit stuff of this kind, need he inflict it on the public? Or is it done to 
relieve his tensions on the advice of his psychiatrist?73 

Although Simpson's rhetorical assault on McCahon's mental health was, of 

course, feigned for dramatic effect, it serves as an indication of the extent to 

which the artist remained at the centre of the discourses condemning his 

painting. Not only the general public but even former allies deployed ad 

hominem attacks, and the protests about his work were almost always bound up 

72 Summers, 'Mainland Art Competition', p. 4. 
73 E. C. Simpson, 'Letters to the Editor', Arts and Community, 7:5 (June 1971), p. 11. The 
review Simpson's letter refers to was Hamish Keith,' "Ten Big Paintings" Exhibition', Arts and 
Community, 7:4 (April 1971), pp. 1-2. A few months later Simpson apologised for his letter: 
'Sir, With regard to my letter published in your issue Vol. 7 No. 5 relating to the work entitled 'I 
AM' of Mr McCahon I wish to withdraw it entirely and apologise for any imputation contained 
therein against the character of Mr McCahon or his integrity as an artist. The letter with its 
emotive wording was written solely with the purpose of inciting other readers of your paper to 
take up the matter in a controversial way. This it did not succeed in doing although I have 
myself received private letters concerning the matter.' E. C. Simpson, 'Letters to the Editor', 
Arts and Community, 7:8 (September 1971), p. 10. On the same page as Simpson's retraction, 
Tony Green, the Arts Editor for Arts and Community commented: 'There is no need to laugh or 
cry about E. C. Simpson's letter, two issues back. The days are gone when "Angry Art Lover" 
could write to a newspaper and expect notice to be taken of proudly displayed, complacent 
prejudice. The proposition that McCahon is not worth talking about is no more than the angry 
refusal of"Angry Art Lover" to look at anything beyond the end of his nose. It implies that Mr 
E. C. Simpson is the sole arbiter of"good taste", which he proposes the rest ofus should meekly 
follow. To sustain that position, he offers obscuratinism: don't look, don't think, just shout 
vituperation at one another. He would have us remain barbaric; provincial in the extreme. Of 
course, the follow-up was predictable, the suggestion that McCahon was in need of psychiatric 
assistance. That is the oldest bit of rudeness in the New Zealand book of artist-baiting. Too bad 
for Mr Simpson that in the last fifteen years, criticism has replaced finger-wagging, shouting 
and bullying. Thanks to Messrs Porsolt, Tomory, Brown, Keith, MacNamara and Wystan 
Curnow, criticism arrived some time ago in Auckland. 

I will be glad to include from time to time in this column, critical letters, or answers to 
reviews and comments, but not arguments "ad hominem", nor letters designed to propagate 
inter-district shouting matches. I do not promise to include all the brick bats and bouquets flung 
in this direction. I would like to point out that I was not responsible for the inclusion of E. C. 
Simpson's letter.' Tony Green, 'Reports and Reviews', Arts and Community, 7:8 (September 
1971), p. 10. Given that the hostility toward McCahon increased significantly throughout the 
1970s and 1980s, Green's claim that the mode of attack deployed by Simpson was no longer 
tolerable proved to be profoundly mistaken. 
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with challenges to his integrity, sanity and ability.74 

While McCahon lost some of his former champions, other writers took up 

his cause. From the mid-1950s onwards he was a pivotal agent in the ACAG's 

increasing support for contemporary New Zealand art, and this also served his 

own cause. Yet the fact that his work was shown in public institutions rather 

than peripheral makeshift venues had a significant impact on how ambivalent 

and hostile critics reacted to his art. In 1969, for instance, Tom Esplin, a regular 

art critic writing for the Otago Daily Times, responded to a combined 

Woollaston and McCahon exhibition by arguing that the event represented an 

abnegation of standards. In a review entitled 'Non-Art Display at Art Gallery', 

he claimed: 

Many of the paintings are, I feel, not worthy of framing and the general 
presentation of the exhibition is lamentably below the standard usually 
acceptable by an art gallery. Art depends on what you say and how you 
say it visually, but I can find little mental stimulation or aesthetic 
excitement in this collection. It is, of course, frightfully fashionable to 
own a Woollaston or a McCahon, for an aura of fame surrounds their 
names and a nimbus of mystic emanates from their reputation.75 

As Esplin's response indicates, precisely because McCahon and Woollaston 

were receiving some critical, institutional and even market backing, they posed 

a much more serious threat to their detractors. In effect, in the 1960s the trend 

towards the endorsement of these artists through exhibitions in public art 

galleries often provoked a backlash of fierce, vehement and categorical denials 

74 While McCahon's detractors usually penned protests lacking in critical insight, it is 
nonetheless important to recognise some were articulate writers who were committed to various 
aspects of contemporary New Zealand culture; often these writers were the most aggressive in 
their attacks and they put a considerable amount of time and energy into crafting their epistles 
for maximum impact. 
75 Tom Esplin, 'Non Art Display at Art Gallery', Otago Daily Times, 7 March 1969, p. 9. 
Esplin also complained that Woollaston and McCahon: 'have a number of things in common, 
for each has yet to prove to me he can meet every test of drawing, and neither has demonstrated 
a complete understanding of colour or tone.' Esplin: 'Non Art Display', p. 9. The claims made 
in this review were challenged by Brasch and a number of other McCahon supporters, who 
wrote to the Otago Daily Times attacking the reviewer's claims and his competence. See: Small 
But Highly Vocal Coterie, (pseud.), 'Non Art Display', Otago Daily Times, 11 March 1969, 
AAG McCahon fol. 17; Charles Brasch, ' "Non-Art",' Otago Daily Times, 12 March 1969, 
AAG McCahon fol. 17; Toss Woollaston, '"Non Art",' Otago Daily Times, 13 March 1969, 
AAG McCahon fol. 17; Hal Smith, ' "Non Art",' Otago Daily Times, 15 March 1969, AAG 
McCahon fol. 17; 0. E. Middleton, ' "Non Art",' Otago Daily Times, 15 March 1969, AAG 
McCahon fol. 17; Els Noordhof, ' "Non Art",' Otago Daily Times, 19 March 1969, AAG 
McCahon fol. 17. Only two letters were published in support of Esplin and against McCahon; 
see: Philistine, (pseud.),' "Non Art",' Otago Daily Times, 19 March 1969, AAG McCahon fol. 
17; Open Eyes, (pseud.),' "Non Art",' Otago Daily Times, 19 March 1969, AAG McCahon fol. 
17. 
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as to the value of their work. 

Although it appeared to critics such as Esplin that McCahon enjoyed 

widespread support from the artworld establishment, it would be more accurate 

to argue that throughout the 1960s and early 1970s he and his work could never 

be sure of institutional endorsement. While the ACAG had embraced and 

frequently promoted the artist, other institutions were not so enthusiastic. In 

spite of his reputation, and in spite of their stated policy of collecting significant 

New Zealand artworks, the National Art Gallery in Wellington did not purchase 

or exhibit any McCahons in the 1960s.76 The Robert McDougall Art Gallery 

also remained sceptical about his work. After successfully opposing the 

accession of Painting in 1961, the McDougall's Director, W. S. Baverstock 

grudgingly accepted the gift of McCahon's Tomorrow will be the same but not 

as this is in 1962. Yet the Director also used this as an opportunity to voice his 

distaste for the work. He declared: 

I am well aware that the fact that I do not like the painting and cannot 
enter into the spirit of the interpretation of it should not restrict my 
judgement as an art gallery director.77 

While Baverstock was willing to differentiate between his responsibilities as an 

official and his personal views, by airing the latter in the public domain he 

turned the painting's accession into an extremely backhanded compliment. A 

much more blatant expression of institutional ambivalence occurred in 1972: 

while hosting Colin McCahon: A Survey Exhibition, the Dunedin Public Art 

Gallery also organised a 'do-it-yourself area where visitors were able to imitate 

and mock the artist's practice.78 In effect, a profound institutional scepticism 

76 In March 1969, in a Letter to the Editor in the Evening Post, W.R. Mitchell complained that 
the National Art Gallery of New Zealand had not acquired any examples of work by McCahon, 
in spite of its stated policy commitment to collecting New Zealand works if they were of a high 
standard. W.R. Mitchell, 'Art', Evening Post, 3 March 1969, AAG McCahon fol. 17. This was 
not the first time the National Gallery had been challenged over its unwillingness to support the 
artist. In 1963 Ron O'Reilly wrote to the Dominion complaining about the Gallery's refusal to 
accommodate the McCahon-Woollaston retrospective, which was eventually hung at 
Wellington's Centre Gallery. R. N. O'Reilly, 'Art Exhibition', Dominion, 2 July 1963, AAG 
McCahon fol. 16. 
77 W. S. Baverstock, quoted in 'Painting to Hang', 18 December 1962, AAG McCahon fol. 16; 
see also 'Painting Subjected', 17 December 1962, AAG McCahon fol. 16. 
78 'Paint your own McCahon' competitions became a common publicity stunt during the 1970s 
and 1980s; they were usually organised as a response to any occasion when the artist's work 
was exhibited or promoted by a public institution. For further examples see: Jim Barr and Mary 
Barr, When Art Hits the Headlines: A Survey of Controversial Art in New Zealand (Wellington: 
National Art Gallery, 1987), p. 31, p. 36, p. 40. 
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about the accomplishment of McCahon led some galleries to exacerbate the 

controversy surrounding his reception, first, by encouraging the wider 

community to view the artist as a fraud; and, second, by facilitating the derision 

of his work. 

The ambivalent treatment of McCahon's work by public galleries in the 

1960s was often bound up with the fact that most of these institutions were 

directly accountable to local government bodies and their elected officials. In 

1961, for instance, the final decision regarding the accession of Painting was 

left in the hands of the Christchurch City Councillors, who debated this issue in 

an open session with reporters in attendance. Thus, the Councillors who 

objected to this work were rewarded with extensive coverage in the local 

newspapers.79 As in this instance, most elected officials involved with the 

supervision and governance of local art museums tended to be conservative and 

because council debates and controversies were a topic of considerable interest 

to the local community, Council decisions tended to reflect the prevailing 

attitude of its wider constituency. Thus, as long as gallery operations and 

particularly acquisitions remained within the sphere of local body politics, 

public galleries struggled with contemporary art. 80 

Partly because of this lack of separation between artworld institutions and 

local government, McCahon became the catalyst and often the focal point for 

the first major debate about the relevance and legitimacy of non-representational 

painting in the local context. A crude but remarkably telling measure of how 

mainstream this debate became in the early 1960s is the fact that in 1962, when 

Tomorrow will be the same but not as this is [fig. 30] was gifted to the Robert 

McDougall Art Gallery, the issue was not only discussed in newspaper reports, 

commissioned opinion pieces, letters to the editor, and even an editorial in the 

Press, it was even the subject of a cartoon and an article entitled the 'Downward 

79 According to one report: 'Cr. A. Schumacher [ ... ] showed her disapproval by walking out of 
an Art Gallery Committee meeting which recommended that Colin McCahon's Painting be 
accepted by the City Council. "I have read that art is a picture of man's progress through the 
ages" Cr. Schumacher said at last night's meeting of the council during a discussion on the 
selection of a picture from Hay's art competition for the McDougall Art Gallery. "If any of 
these paintings are artistic pictures worthy of high praise, then all the years I spent at primary 
school, the Technical College, Girl's High School and University have been wasted".' A. 
Schumacher, quoted in 'All Winning Paintings', 23 February 1961, p. 12. 
80 Although local government bodies administered most New Zealand galleries, there were some 
exceptions. The Dunedin Public Art Gallery, for instance, was not operating under the auspices 
of the Dunedin City Council during this era. 
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Path'. 81 [fig. 31] This work's first quip is articulated through the signature 

'McCant', which is a pun on McCahon's name, a joke about his capability, and 

a mockery of his practice of including prominent signatures on his paintings. A 

further element of the cartoon's satire is articulated through its mimicry of the 

basic composition of Tomorrow will be the same; however, the inscription is 

revised so that it reads 'Tomorrow Won't Be the Same', and the bar in the top 

left hand comer of the picture is enlarged, centralised and recast as a flying golf 

club. Immediately beneath the cartoon is a cautionary three-column article 

about the dangers of women taking up golf at the expense of their domestic 

'responsibilities' and family 'obligations.' 82 The idea behind this image and the 

accompanying article is that the meaning of McCahon's abstraction depends 

entirely on viewer projection and therefore it might be taken to signify anything 

at all. Because the cartoon requires that its audience is already familiar with the 

topic in question, it serves as an indication of the extent to which the artist's 

abstraction was a high-profile issue in the public domain. 

While newspaper cartoonists understood McCahon's work well enough to 

parody it, throughout the 1960s many members of the general public found it 

absolutely incomprehensible and deeply troubling. In response to a 1969 

exhibition ofMcCahon's paintings, 'Philistine' wrote: 

Artistic· form and colour is thrown to the wind and in its place is an 
horrific abandon, a meaningless something, an abstract nothingness. It 
is suffocating in its depressive element and instead of saying something 
or merely pleasing the eye it is to me just a retrograde step in the 
annals of New Zealand art.83 

From an art historical point of view this is not a perceptive reading, but it is 

nonetheless indicative of how many viewers responded to McCahon's work 

during this era. In most cases the interpretations were couched in terms of lack 

and loss. They tended to focus on what his painting was not. To 'Philistine', 

for instance, McCahon's work was not naturalistic, it had no iconography, and it 

was lacking in colour and in form. In the absence of narrative or sensory 

pleasure, this viewer was unable to make sense of it. The work appeared to 

constitute a strategic, wilful and even perverse rejection of all familiar notions 

81 'Downward Path', Press, 18 October 1962, p. 28. 
82 'Downward Path', 18 October 1962, p. 28. 
83 Philistine,' "Non Art",' 19 March 1969, AAG McCahon fol. 17. 
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of art and established standards of value. 

To make sense of this reaction, and to comprehend the widespread ferocity 

of the debate about McCahon's work that repeatedly flared up throughout the 

1960s, we need to view it in its historical context. Prior to 1960 local audiences 

had little experience of abstraction; while a number of international touring 

exhibitions had included examples of English and European abstract art, New 

Zealand painters had exhibited few works which ventured far beyond localising 

Cubism. Of course, Gordon Walters and Milan Mrkusich clearly preceded 

McCahon in their non-representational projects, but in the early 1960s neither 

had secured mainstream exposure akin to the kind of publicity surrounding a 

work such as Painting.84 For most members of the general public, the seeming 

absence of non-representational work by New Zealand artists was not a source 

of anxiety; indeed for many viewers, local art exhibitions were a safe haven 

from the excesses of Modernity. Thus when Painting won a prize in 1960, it 

appeared to signify a new direction in New Zealand painting: a tolerance, an 

endorsement, and even an encouragement of abstract painting. 

As well as objecting to this mode of painting for its 'abstract nothingness', 

McCahon's ostensibly non-representational work became a focal point for a 

plethora of concerns about the social, cultural, and aesthetic functions of art in 

New Zealand, and it also produced anxieties about the artist's role, 

responsibilities and status within society. Take, for example, the following 

remarks by 'Art-Less' in 1960: 

I attended the opening of the Hay's art competition, and while I 
congratulate the sponsors on the aim of the contest, may I say that I 
think it has failed. Where are our 'traditional' artists - I mean the 
people who paint what the average man in the street can understand. 
[ ... ] If this type are all to be ignominiously relegated to the 'back 
room', what encouragement is it to those who try to depict a tree as a 
tree and not as a squiggle.85 

As this letter indicates, concerns about the promotion of abstraction were 

closely related to anxieties about the future of traditional, representational 

painting. Many objectors felt that the exhibition and celebration of abstract 

works constituted a denigration of representational painting and they viewed its 

84 For an account of such exclusionary practices in relation to Gordon Walters see: Pound, 
'Walters and the Canon', pp. 51-70. 
85 'Art-Less', 'Art Competition', 3 September 1960, AAG McCahon fol. 16. 
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promotion as the disenfranchisement of admirers of traditional work. Thus 

some of the hostility towards McCahon and abstraction was driven by the 

perception that 'the average man in the street' was being excluded from the 

artworld. According to writers such as 'Art-Less', the role of the artist was to 

afford aesthetic pleasure by painting in an accepted and familiar style. Because 

the function of art was pleasure and entertainment, it was preferable for the 

painter to remain within the boundaries of established public taste. What was 

lacking was any tolerance for the role of the artist as an avant-garde figure. 

Public misgivings about McCahon were compounded and confirmed by the 

way in which many New Zealand critics in the 1960s wrote about his 

purportedly abstract and non-representational painting. A typical response 

emerges in the following review of the 1963 show, A Retrospective: M T. 

Woollaston - Colin McCahon: 

The paintings of these two artists present a study in contrast: though 
birds of a non-representational feather, Woolaston [sic] and McCahon 
are adorned with dissimilar artistic plumage. Their common bond is 
spelt out of their self imposed task of cutting the viewer away from 
his traditional moorings. 

Now the danger which lurks at the heart of such laudable aims is 
the possibility that instead of new ranges [ of] sensibility being 
disclosed, the artist succeeds only in performing a series of controlled 
experiments the corollary being that artistic inventiveness becomes an 
end in itself. 

The leading light in the great New Zealand 'iconographical' 
adventure is Colin McCahon.86 

To the contemporary reader, an immediate strangeness here is the remarkably 

expansive definition of 'non-representational' painting; by present-day 

standards, the titles and imagery of W oollaston' s landscapes and figurative 

pictures remove them from the category of non-representational painting. 

However, in this critic's view, the defining feature of non-representational 

painting is not necessarily the absence of landscape or figure but rather a break 

away from 'traditional moorings.' As his commentary demonstrates, any such 

move was a novel enterprise in the local context. The problem was the critics 

were not sure about how to read this 'great New Zealand "iconographical" 

adventure'. 

Given the difference of McCahon's work, critical bewilderment was 

86 'Art Review: Study in Contrast', [unsourced newspaper review, 1963, AAG McCahon fol. 16] 
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inevitable. In an article concerning the Hay's competition, entitled 'Latest 

Contest Stresses Low Art Standards', one writer observed of McCahon's prize

winning entry: 

The outsider is McCahon's pamtmg, an arresting work because it 
attempts to trace the gradation of tone from white to grey to black. But 
it signifies nothing, communicates nothing and has no sensory appeal. 
It is a good exercise in painting but it is not prize winning work. 87 

As this response indicates, in the 1960s 'non-representational' works were 

generally ranked and judged according to a traditional hierarchy of painting. 

Usually at the apex of this hierarchical structure were the paintings which 

signified, narrated or communicated something; then, on the tier below were 

works which offered some form of sensory delight; and, finally, at the lowest 

level, were the experiments. In applying these ideas to McCahon's Painting 

critics were willing to entertain the idea that it might communicate something 

but what they clearly lacked was any sense of how it could signify. Faced with 

this dead end, they opted to assess the abstract in terms of the less prestigious 

category of 'sensory appeal'; thus, the work was appraised by way of traditional 

questions about the sensitivity displayed in its handling of colour and line, and 

the skill demonstrated in the rendering of its forms. Yet, for most critics, 

Painting, with its relatively basic geometrical shapes and its lack of lively 

colours, had little to offer the senses and so it appeared to fail as a decorative 

piece. The only remaining function of the work was within the lowly realm of 

experiment, and this was the diagnosis most critics arrived at. While some 

reluctantly conceded that the work was a 'good exercise' others even contested 

the legitimacy of experiment. The aforementioned reviewer of Woollaston's 

and McCahon' s 1963 retrospective, for instance, went so far as to suggest that 

experiment and inventiveness were not necessarily virtues in artmaking and 

were troublesome if they became ends in themselves. Overall, while there was 

some display of tolerance toward non-representational painting, in the 1960s 

most local critics lacked the conceptual and interpretative tools that might 

enable them to come to grips with this kind of work. 

There were, of course, notable attempts to explain McCahon' s work. In 

1961 Woollaston sought to diffuse some of the controversy surrounding 

87 B. B., 'Latest Contest', 21 November 1960, p. 7. 
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Painting by focusing on the characteristics of its surface and offering some 

testimonial as to what it meant to him. He wrote: 

I have found it impossible to try to describe this painting reasonably 
accurately without becoming aware of its subtleties, and of 
suggestions beyond what is merely visible in it. The abrupt 
announcement of a cymbal, for example; the rhythmic monotony of a 
bell, came into my mind; the suggestion of what is invisible through 
what is here visible. 

I would say that, if the picture has a subject, a 'meaning' as 
people like to say, it would be of such a kind as to make necessary the 
extreme abstinence from representation that we find in it. It is too 
close to the unutterable for easy verbal communication: its subject is 
too disconcerting to allow many people to indulge in the easy 
response of 'I like it', which unfortunately is all that most people will 
allow of themselves for painting. 

Its subject could have to do with the sharp singularity of the self 
against the blurring of universality; or the hope of light against 
darkness; or the anxiety of being against the dissolution of not-being. 

Whatever it is, it was not painted in words; and these words I am 
offering are intended only as suggestions, in the hope that they may 
perhaps help someone to look at the painting and experience it for 
himself. I do not pretend to have exhausted all that it offers, either 
technically or imaginatively.88 

Yet the openness of Woollaston' s approach, with its musical associations and 

metaphysical connections, created as many problems as it solved. Subtle, 

tentative speculations did not allay the concerns of those looking for 

straightforward answers; indeed, the modesty and lack of closure that permeates 

Woollaston' s reading served to confirm to many that abstraction was a 

pretentious intellectual folly. In the absence of an obvious or readily available 

critical framework for interpreting abstract painting, most commentators 

focused instead on whether it represented a valuable and satisfying alternative to 

traditional painting. As far as most were concerned, it was not. If McCahon 

was going to break viewers away from their traditional moorings, then he and 

his supporters were expected to offer a fully formed, clearly sign-posted and 

readily accessible alternative. Commentaries such as Woollaston's did not 

answer this demand. 

Often condemnation of McCahon' s abstraction was routed either through 

the rhetoric of anti-intellectualism or through a stock hostility to foreign or 

international styles in art. Again Esplin' s art criticism proves instructive. In 

88 M. T. Woollaston, 'A Painter Looks At Painting', Press, 7 March 1961, p. 11. 
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one review he wrote of the artist's 1965 exhibition of Waterfalls [fig. 32]: 

Such psychic improvisations which, to McCahon, are undoubtedly 
exciting, are not always communicated in aesthetic terms. These 
sombre symbols speak on a cerebral plane only to a few, but it is for 
those few that McCahon paints. 

The danger exists that while art moves to new visual 
experiences, McCahon will remain rooted to that branch of art that 
stemmed from Malevich, Kandinsky, and van Doesburgh [sic] in the 
first quarter of this century.89 
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Here McCahon's intellectual aspirations are established through his 

involvement with 'psychic improvisations' and because he deploys symbols 

operating on a 'cerebral plane'. Epslin poses this as problematical: first, 

because the artist's introspective paintings sometimes fail; and, second, because 

his attempt to connect 'to a few' - inevitably the cerebral intelligentsia - occurs 

at the expense of the concerns and sensitivities of the general public. The 

alignment of McCahon with three influential European painters makes a certain 

amount of sense in the context of Esplin' s reading, and, unlike most of his 

contemporaries, his text displays an awareness that the artist's strategies were 

not lacking in credible precedent or historical pedigree. Yet this connection also 

enables him to suggest that McCahon is more connected to foreign artists from 

the past than he is to the local, the present and the everyday. Given that the 

works are 'not always communicated in aesthetic terms', the artist's purported 

engagement with sources familiar only to those with a wide-ranging knowledge 

of art history is made to seem elitist, exclusionary and not entirely justifiable. 

Other commentators focused their objections to McCahon on the fact that 

he had received some institutional and critical support. G. E. Fairbum's 1971 

newspaper review for the Waikato Times, 'Religious Art Now Shows at 

Gallery', provides a telling demonstration of how a popular prejudice against 

academic institutions was used against the artist's work. Fairburn wrote: 

Mr. McCahon is currently touted by most members of the art 
establishment - and, inexplicably, in halls of higher learning - as our 
country's leading painter; as a local authority once admiringly put it, 
'McCahon has made it'. 

But outsiders find it strange that these experts and aficionados 
experience so little trouble in accommodating themselves to the 

89 Tom Esplin, 'Autumn Showing at Globe Theatre: Fine City Art Exhibition', Otago Daily 
Times, 9 April 1965, p. 10. 
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Master's line of development, if this is the right word. 
In this show, for example, his Bathers after Michelangelo bear 

more than their fair share of anatomical eccentricities but the work 
has at least a strong composition and a painterly surface. 

Why these qualities should disappear almost entirely in later 
pictures - such as in the dreary time from Northland Series 61 and the 
even more unpleasant Hillside of 1965 - is an interesting question for 
which nobody seems to have a plain answer.90 
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Throughout this passage Fairburn mounts his case against the organisations who 

endorse McCahon by drawing on a widespread contempt for intellectuals, 

figures of authority, and particularly institutions of cultural representation and 

governance. Early on, the critic establishes himself as one of the 'outsiders': as 

a provincial bystander writing for the Waikato Times he speaks the disinterested 

voice of reason and common-sense and, in spite of his purported lack of status 

and authority, he sets out to fathom the illogic and absurdity of the exclusionary 

artworld. The artworld is exclusionary not only in demographic terms but also 

because its members refuse to recognise the legitimacy of simple questions, let 

alone deliver plain answers. Instead they merely tout their 'Master's' 

inexplicable ideas. In effect, Fairburn sets up McCahon as a case study of how 

the institutions of higher learning, the art establishment, and the 'experts and 

aficionados' endeavour to force their tastes on the general public. 

While commentators such as Fairburn insisted that the canonisation of 

McCahon was a dubious and irrational academic fashion, others suggested that 

the causes of the painter's ascendancy were all too obvious. In an article 

entitled 'Some Patent Absurdities in Hay's Ltd. Art Competition', one writer 

argued: 

Mr P.A. Tomory, Director of the Auckland Art Gallery, by birth and 
training is English. He is the man who says New Zealanders are not 
to view more than three examples of C. F. Goldie's work at the one 
time (and all three, according to the Kelliher Prize judge, Mr. R. 
Bennett, are hung inconspicuously and in a bad light.) 

Also it was Mr. Tomory who when writing a survey of New 
Zealand art for a recently published encyclopaedia omitted any 
reference to three of this country's important painters - Peter 
McIntyre, Cedric Savage, and Leonard Mitchell. But Mr. McCahon, 
who shares the Hays Prize, was included, and his work illustrated. 
(Mr. McCahon by the way, is a colleague of Mr. Tomory's in the 

90 G. E. Fairburn, 'Religious Art Now Shows at Gallery', Waikato Times, 18 December 1970, 
AAG McCahon fol. 20. 
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Auckland Gallery.)91 

The driving force beneath this conspiracy theory is a familiar tactic of 

Nationalist criticism: the foreign and the international are constructed m 

absolute opposition to local truths and realities, and the former are harshly 

vilified while the latter are endorsed.92 Here Tomory is posed as an enemy of 

local culture; not only is the foreigner blind to the obvious and incontestable 

merits of the best New Zealand talent from Goldie to McIntyre, he is also 

dedicated to the systematic degradation of such artists. In the larger context of 

the article, the Director's hostility towards the local is also discerned through his 

commitment to the work of an artist practising in the 'international' style of 

abstraction. The final proof that Tomory is a malignant force is the inference 

that he also backed McCahon because the painter worked under him at the 

ACAG. 

Another factor that sometimes emerged in protests against McCahon was 

the idea that his abstraction was a local manifestation of an exploitative 

international profit-making scheme. According to one opponent of artist's 

work: 

There is a considerable market abroad for abstract paintings. It seems 
to shored up by a very vocal pressure group comprising: (1) the artists: 
(2) brother artists who can both draw and paint, but don't want to 
appear stuck in the mud or have the dreadful epithet 'traditional' 
applied to them; (3) public institutions handling other people's money; 
( 4) and, most important, sharp operators who acquire the produce of 
abstract, action, ashcan and other similar schools and, thanks to the 
efforts of 1,2, and 3, turn them over at a tidy profit.93 

The alignment of Modernism and particularly abstraction with gratuitous profit

making was common in New Zealand. Before the age of the dealer gallery, 

local art making was mostly treated as an amateur and recreational affair, and it 

was expected to be priced accordingly. In the absence of a network of 

professional institutions setting prices and regulating market forces, it was 

generally expected that a work's cost should relate to its technical dexterity, the 

hours consumed by its making and the expense of its materials. McCahon's 

bold strokes and his utilitarian materials flagrantly contravened popular beliefs 

91 E. R., 'Prestige Opportunity', 1 September 1960, AAG McCahon fol. 16. 
92 Pound, 'Nationalist Antitheses', pp. 73-84. 
93 R.R. Beauchamp, 'Art for Argument's Sake', Press, 18 March 1961, p. 7. 
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about what made a painting valuable. Even before he dispensed with frames in 

the late 1950s, many objected to the 'crudity' of his work and materials. As one 

writer put it: 

The public are entitled to have exhibited before them work that is 
competently executed, neatly displayed and more attractively 
presented. There was little of refinement or finish - rough sawn 
wooden frames, in some cases with no paint, and with nails showing 
badly were evident in numerous works. An artist who has made a 
name for himself cannot surely expect the public to accept this type of 
work as talented and at the price asked. 

[ ... ] how long is this pigmentary depravity to be peddled about 
for exorbitant prices as high art?94 

In the fracas over McCahon's joint-win in the Hay's competition there was also 

some concern about the presentation of the artist's work. One letter-writer 

complained: 

The second condition of entry states very definitely, 'All paintings 
must be suitably framed.' The competitors all went to the trouble (and 
expense) of doing this. All except one, that is. And this one was 
awarded one of the first prizes. Is that entirely fair?95 

Beyond the recurring concerns about equity and public entitlement, such 

protests indicate the extent to which McCahon' s high profile created a series of 

assumptions about him and his work. It was often assumed that his stature 

automatically translated into healthy sales and substantial profits. From this 

perspective, the lack of finesse in his works, his refusal to efface the process of 

their execution, and his alternating use of basic frames and unstretched 

canvases, only served to confirm that he was an exploitative con artist. 

Certainly, most viewers could not see any conceptual strategy in his rejection of 

traditional decorative frames, and they could not see why he began to use 

unstretched canvases. 

In opposition to the rhetoric of hostility and contempt for McCahon' s work 

was an equally strident discourse of praise and promotion.96 Take, for instance, 

Mark Young's commentary on the artist for the Barry Lett Galleries newsletter 

94 'Rejection of Art Display Defended', Taranaki Herald, 18 November 1954, AAG McCahon 
fol. 11. 
95 Art-Less, 'Art Competition', 3 September 1960, AAG McCahon fol. 16. 
96 Often McCahon's supporters worked in a defensive mode, but it could also be argued, as 
Robert Taylor once claimed, that some of the vitriol and hostility was exacerbated by the fact 
that his 'promoters berated the public for their exasperating inability to understand.' Taylor, 4 
July 1990, AAG McCahon fol. 29. 



in 1965: 

His paintings, by giving us new insights into its beauty, have restored 
the dignity of the land. They are evidence of the progress he has made 
in the realisation of his vision of tomorrow, a vision and a conviction 
comparable to that which William Blake expressed in the last stanza of 
'Jerusalem.' That such a painter could emerge from this land is, in 
itself, sufficient evidence of the promise the future holds.97 
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Here Young makes some extraordinary claims for the painter's landscapes; their 

value exceeds the paradigm of art and, instead, they are celebrated because they 

give meaning to the land and they restore its dignity. Land, of course, cannot 

actually have dignity; Young's claim is a misguided projection of his own 

perceptions. However, what is clearly apparent in the mid-1960s is that as 

McCahon became an increasingly prominent painter, and as his work was 

marketed in the context of professional dealer galleries, the artworks were often 

treated as signifiers of the artist and as evidence of his ability, integrity, and 

intelligence. In these writings, the paintings were not the major focus, and there 

was little consideration of how they produced the revelations that their 

advocates experienced. The artist's use of Christian themes and symbols also 

affected how his mostly Christian supporters and champions responded to his 

work. Writers were often caught up in what Tony Green describes as 'a critical 

sidestep into adulation based on a "profound" content or message' .98 

Another feature of the supportive writings about McCahon during this 

period is that he was cast as a national symbol. In the text above Young poses 

him as a torchbearer for the nation's artistic future. The popularity of this 

approach is confirmed by Hamish Keith's introductory remarks about McCahon 

in the catalogue for Eight New Zealand Artists, an exhibition which toured 

England and Australia throughout 1965 and 1966. Keith wrote: 

For an entire generation McCahon has served as an exemplar, proof of 

97 Mark Young, 'Colin McCahon', Barry Lett Galleries Newsletter, 5 August 1965, 
unpaginated. 
98 Green, 'McCahon Made Difficult', p. 54. Focusing particularly on the artist's use of biblical 
texts, Green reflected: 'As a critic, I get weary of hearing about McCahon the Prophet. Such an 
inflated rhetoric requires me to believe, only, and to abrogate criticism as irrelevant impiety. It 
speaks of the man's Genius, but barely addresses his paintings. [ ... ] Concentrating on the depth 
and seriousness of McCahon's texts, criticism has felt itself absolved of responsibility for 
looking at the possible depths ofMcCahon's painting. This is not a method of criticism unique 
to the case of McCahon: on the contrary it is commonplace. Surely it has never been the case 
that an artist's interest in great themes - tomb, doom and womb - has been the source of his or 
her power as a maker of paintings.' Green, 'McCahon Made Difficult', p. 54. 



the possibility of survival in an environment predominantly hostile to 
serious art.99 

296 

Throughout this decade, McCahon was often presented in terms far in excess of 

the works he exhibited or the paintings he had previously produced. In 1963, 

for instance, John Caselberg claimed: 'for twenty-five years he has spoken as 

the conscience of New Zealand.' 100 To hif~llpporters at leas!, ~~~""-§:§__11.0! 011ly 

an artist, he and his oeuvre were signW~rs of natio11a_L_c_ultural--legitimacy, 

pr~r_~d maturity:._ / 

For some painters inciting widespread hostility, and even becoming a 

national celebrity, would not make much difference to their work. At first 

McCahon might seem to fall into this category. Publicly he usually refrained 

from engaging with the responses to his work and he rarely made any comment 

about the various controversies his practice became embroiled in. Even in cases 

of extreme provocation, such as the 'do-it-yourself area set up by the Dunedin 

Public Art Gallery during the 1972 McCahon retrospective, the artist's public 

stance was phlegmatic and even conciliatory. According to a report in the 

Otago Daily Times: 

Mr McCahon said in a letter to the director of the gallery, Mr L. C. 
Lloyd, that 'the whole business does not make any difference to me or 
to my painting.' 

'I do paint for people. Your "happening" can be accepted as an 
understanding of that fact. ' 101 

Privately, however, the artist was often stung and wounded by the vituperations 

and abuse. His vulnerability is apparent in his letters: at the end of 1960, for 

instance, he wrote to Charles Brasch about the controversy over his prize

winning Painting: 

Thanks for your earlier letter on the Hays affair. The 0. D. T. [ Otago 
Daily Times] was the only paper to be at all sympathetic. I have 
about 100 quite devastating cuttings from all over N.Z. which I am 
keeping for when I eventually manage to leave N.Z. for good - to 
remind me in times of homesickness of what to expect should I 
return. (The Auckland Star reproduced the picture on its side.) 

[ ... ] No painting to report - am having a long dry spell. For the 

99 Hamish Keith, 'Colin McCahon', Eight New Zealand Artists: Binney, Ellis, Garrity, Hanly, 
McCahon, Mrkusich, Ritchie, Twiss (Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria; Wellington: 
Department of External Affairs, 1965), unpaginated. 
100 John Caselberg, A Retrospective Exhibition: M T. Woollaston, Colin McCahon, p. 4. 
101 'No Protest By Artist', Otago Daily Times, 9 August 1972, AAG McCahon fol. 20. 



first time ever I have been really depressed with constant bad 
reviews.102 
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This acknowledgement that the controversy inhibited his practice in 1960 1s 

confirmed by the fact that the artist only completed two paintings during this 

entire year. 103 It is clear, then, that the reception of his work was meaningful to 

him. 

As well as depressing and disabling the painter, public and critical 

antagonism showed that his strategies were misfiring. It was also apparent that 

his supporters were not able to provide the kinds of answers or justifications his 

harshest critics levelled at his work. 104 These were problems for McCahon 

because he was, in a number of respects, a public painter, an artist who was 

acutely conscious of his audience. 105 From the late 1950s onwards, he made 

many of his works so large they could only ever be displayed in substantial 

public buildings. With his smaller works, he spread his discoveries, symbols 

and propositions through various series and sequences of paintings; thus while 

an individual example would disappear into a private domestic context, it was 

nonetheless marked by its relations to a larger set of works and often to the 

artist's major public works. Behind such strategies was the artist's desire to 

connect with the widest possible cross section of the New Zealand public. Yet 

he was continually thwarted by the lack of support systems for his project. As 

102 McCahon, to Brasch, 30 November 1960, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. 
103 The works in question are: Northland (1960) and Untitled (1960). For further details see 
Colin McCahon Database and Image Library <www.mccahon.co.nz> [accessed 10 June 2004]. 
104 In a discussion about art and artwriting in New Zealand Tomory argued: 'In a country with a 
small population, lack of a strong body of professional painters, the absence of a core of 
properly informed opinion, the cult of amateurism has spread widely and with it, amateur 
criticism. The amateur critic becomes a back patter, mumbling soft words of encouragement to 
the artists. Serious art can flourish only ifthere is strong, informed criticism to sweep away the 
dross and explore what is good. [ ... ] [I]t is not Philistinism necessarily that depresses the 
sensitive artist, but the misguided criticism administered by those who profess to cherish him.' 
Tomory, 'Looking at Art', pp. 165-166. 
105 In the 1950s one of the factors that led McCahon to abandon Cubism was the recognition that 
his work was not connecting with an audience, that it was too self-referential. Charles Brasch's 
notes from a lecture McCahon gave in 1963 record the artist's explanation for this shift in his 
practice: 'Living in Titirangi [during the 1950s], he began to asking himself, "what is it like to 
see?" (without intellectualising, etc ... ). In the morning, he would dash out of bed and look[ ... ] 
like the blind man in the Bible who was given sight and saw "men like trees walking". [ ... ] 
Conventional perspective vanished. But what use was this communication to the painter, 
beyond amusement, ifhe could not communicate it to the viewer, who had not gone through the 
same discipline? McCahon insists that the painter be aware of some audience. When he 
became worried about this, he stopped making the paintings'. Colin McCahon, Lecture notes 
taken by Charles Brasch, May 1963, HL, Brasch: MS-0996-002/226. Although McCahon's 
shift away from Cubism had many motivations, what is significant here is his idea that artists 
should take account of their audience. 



Green argues: 

McCahon's earlier years predate the development of supportive public 
institutions and the establishment of the market in New Zealand. The 
problem that McCahon most frequently confronts in discussion of his 
art is the problem of communication between his socially marginal role 
as a painter and an often hostile or indifferent public. What was 
missing was an intermediary functioning of criticism and of public 
gallery support, in which the role of the artist was already fostered and 
to some degree socially justified. What McCahon felt he most needed 
to deal with this problem was a 'common language', conceived of in 
terms of universal symbols.106 
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In the 1960s and early 1970s the problem was that the extant infrastructure of 

artworld support systems could not yet cope with a phenomenon such as 

McCahon. Thus, in addition to developing a common language in his work, 

McCahon also penned a common language to explain himself and his work. 

The most sustained manifestation of his modelling of himself and his painting 

occurs in the 1972 catalogue commentary accompanying Colin McCahon: A 

Survey Exhibition. His text can be read as a response to public objections, to the 

extent that it represents an attempt to make the artist and his work accessible to 

a wider audience. Thus my task in the final two sections of this discussion is to 

explore the strategies deployed throughout this text to open up McCahon and his 

work for critics and the general public. 107 

[IV] The Artist's Modelling 

The publication for Colin McCahon: A Survey Exhibition features an 

introductory essay by Ron O'Reilly, and a catalogue, which blends a 

chronologically structured list of the seventy-two works in the show with a 

sequence of entries written by the artist. 108 The remarks and anecdotes in the 

catalogue are prompted either by a specific exhibit or by the historical and 

personal experiences of the period in question. So, for instance, the first 

painting in the show, Art School Still Life (c.1938-1939), is accompanied by 

some recollections about the artist's time at art school, his circle of friends 

106 Green, McCahon Made Difficult', p. 54. 
107 Woollaston, who wrote a small autobiography entitled The Far-away Hills in the early 
1960s, preceded McCahon in his move into an autobiographical mode. Toss Woollaston, The 
Far-away Hills: A Meditation on New Zealand Landscape (Auckland: Auckland Gallery 
Associates, 1962). 
108 O'Reilly, Survey Exhibition, pp. 7-15; McCahon, Survey Exhibition, pp. 17-38. 
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during this period, and his early part-time jobs.109 

With O'Reilly's introductory essay covering the conventional biographical 

and art historical angles, McCahon seizes the opportunity to strike a more 

distinctive pose. His initial strategy is to present himself as a likeable, humble 

and endearingly eccentric figure. Thus, in the first paragraph, he intimates: 

I was very lucky and grew up knowing I would be a painter. I never 
had any doubts about this. I knew it as a very small boy and I knew it 
later. I know it now when it is too late to turn back and I only wish I 
were a better painter. Painting to me is like lambs born in spring, rain, 
wind, sun. Like chopping down trees in the wilderness and living with 
the slaughtered slumps, of not seeing the beauty I look for, and also 
seeing the beauty of another world - of words. I talk all my paintings 
to myself.... Tirraliarra by the river, sang bold Sir Launcelot ... 110 

Here we are introduced to the commentary's unique mixture of voices: a 

reasonably straightforward biographical approach spliced with a much more 

creative, lively and impressionistic style. McCahon rapidly shifts from scenes 

of picture-postcard sentimentality to images of ecological destruction, then he 

jumps into a moment of aesthetic analysis and, finally, he breaks into song. 

This hectic, associative approach runs throughout the entire document. Yet 

while the painter exercises a considerable amount of artistic license, he 

nonetheless uses a number of devices which keep the text open and accessible. 

First, throughout his commentary he writes in the first person and maintains a 

friendly, intimacy-building conversational tone. Second, his reflections and 

yarns are always lively and endearing; he even peppers his writing with a few 

swear words, and these flashes of vernacular confirm him as a regular New 

Zealander. 111 Third, while there are moments where the text is oblique, 

ambiguous and complex, the alienation is never sustained. Fourth, while the 

109 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 17. 
110 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 17. 
111 Or, at least, this is a strategy that the artist, along with many writers and poets of his 
generation, adopted in the hope of connecting with a mainstream audience. As Kai Jensen 
argues: 'Prose fiction in the 1940s [ ... ] was swept by enthusiasm for Sargeson's example of 
colloquial writing, which hid the literary man away behind a less articulate narrator. [ ... ] 
Gestures towards slang and even obscenity were possible. [ ... ] [I]t was Curnow who insisted 
that poets use "public" language, that "New Zealand poets must search the streets, as well as the 
classics for a language which in purity and sincerity will compel the attention of the only public 
which is really able to receive them." A prophet needed to speak in contemporary language if 
his prophecy was to have a chance of being heard.' Allen Curnow, 'Poets in New Zealand: 
Problems of Writing and Criticism', Press, Christchurch, 1937, reprinted in Look Back Harder, 
pp. 6-9; quoted in Kai Jensen, Whole Men: The Masculine Tradition in New Zealand Literature 
(Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1996), pp. 73-74. 
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artist often draws attention to his paintings, he anchors his artwriting in the more 

accessible mode of the autobiographical anecdote. In all of these respects, 

McCahon's modelling of himself as a public artist proceeds in a form that is 

radically different from the prevailing conventions of institutional artwriting 

during this period. 

McCahon's first act in the essay is to cast himself as a painter, a role he is 

also quick to glorify. He insists that being a painter is a privilege and, 

moreover, that it was always his true and predestined vocation. Yet while he 

reveres and champions painters, this is not a strategy of self-aggrandisement. 

On the contrary, he continually draws attention to the flaws and limitations of 

his own character and practice. Mostly the older, wiser narrator describes the 

errors, the naivete and the foibles of his younger self, but even when he edges 

into discussing the recent past and the present McCahon continues to be candid 

about his mistakes, problems and struggles. A typical example of this approach 

emerges in his reflections about two series of works he produced during the late 

1960s: 

Things that happened to me in 1967 resulted in the odd series of 1968 
called Visible mysteries; these in their tum came from a previous 
series called Still life with an altar. Both these series are covered by 
the following paintings. It says something about where I wanted to 
go and what I was painting about - but not enough. I didn't reach far 
enough. I feel that some of this series will eventually be seen as more 
successful than they might now appear. [ ... ] 

I realise now that this subject matter needed a much larger 
format than I allowed it at the time. I also needed much more time to 
really think it out in all its implications. I have not given up - I am 
learning how to make it better, but the new ones won't be the same. 
These two small series tend to stand apart a bit lonely so far. 112 

These candid reflections about the shortcomings and problems of his works are 

a recurring feature of the text: the painter characterises his Cubist-styled kauri 

paintings from the mid-1950s as 'very uneven in quality' and elsewhere he is 

more than willing to acknowledge and identify works that, in his opinion, were 

flawed in some respect. 113 This tactic can be read as a response to two 

problematical modes of representation about McCahon and his painting. First, 

some of his more zealous supporters framed him and his oeuvre in rhetoric more 

112 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, pp. 34-35 
113 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 24. 
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focused on adulation than analysis. Second, in the discourses of protest against 

him, many of his challengers resorted to ad hominem analysis, which 

characterised him as an esoteric and pretentious figure. The artist's textual self

representation confounds both charges. In the passage above his sincerity, his 

humility, and his desire for self-improvement are emphasised; this is not the 

performance of a man who sees himself as a genius. Instead, he insists that his 

intentions and plans are sometimes poorly thought out or misconceived, and he 

still has to struggle, experiment and explore. His model suggests that artists 

must acknowledge the limitations and problems arising in their works, because 

such reflections lead to discoveries and pathways for future practice. 

While McCahon is endearingly modest about his own status and 

accomplishments, he nonetheless insists on the importance of painters. Instead 

of posing himself as the exemplary figure, his ideal of the painter is described 

through the retelling of his encounter with Mary Cockburn Mercer, the artist 

from whom he took lessons during his visit to Melbourne in 1951. According to 

McCahon: 

Mary was old, she had attended the banquet for Rousseau in Paris in 
1908. She had a broken leg and no money. She charged me three 
shillings an hour for 'tuition' for two hours in the afternoons - painting 
- and nothing at all for the mornings of looking - at the National 
Gallery - and nothing for the extra hours of conversation in the late 
afternoons. I was taught how to be a painter, and all the implications, 
the solitary confinement which makes a painter's life.114 

A number of art historians have cited Cockburn Mercer as the source of 

inspiration for McCahon's Cubism, but this argument is implausible: the New 

Zealander had a reasonable grasp of Cubist techniques before he travelled to 

Australia in 1951 and this knowledge was already legible in his work. 115 The 

idea of the artist as Cockburn Mercer's student should also be treated with some 

114 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 21. 
115 As Francis Pound astutely observed in his review of the catalogue accompanying the 
Auckland City Art Gallery's 1988 Gates and Journeys exhibition: 'About On Building Bridges 
(1952), after several useful interpretative sentences, we hear ofMcCahon's "contact with Mary 
Cockburn Mercer, which confirmed for him he was on the right track in his understanding of 
Cubism." But who is this Cockburn Mercer? She is hardly a household name. And did 
McCahon really need to know her to be sure about his understanding of Cubism? We are not 
told. Again, this is an important story in McCahon's own self-presentation, and so often and 
uncritically re-told story. McCahon, great mythmaker that he is, makes a fine origin myth of 
Cockburn Mercer. [ ... ] In most accounts, carelessly following after McCahon's vivid 
narratives, she is made the source of McCahon's own Cubism. The problem with this is that 
McCahon - as even his own catalogue entry briefly makes clear - had already made some more 
or less cubist pictures before he knew her.' Pound, 'Uncle Frank?', p. 44 
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caution because McCahon was no novice when he arrived in Melbourne; as well 

as his years at art school in the 1930s, he had already been practising and 

exhibiting for over a decade. A further signal that this was not a conventional 

teacher pupil relationship is McCahon's encasing of the word 'tuition' in single 

quotation marks. Following Pound, it makes more sense to read the story of 

Cockburn Mercer as one of the artist's origin myths. 116 A significant function 

of this myth-making is that it enables McCahon to frame their association as a 

kind of initiation ritual authenticating him as a true artist. In drawing attention 

to her time at the epicentre of the Parisian avant-garde at a crucial moment in 

the history of art, he establishes her as a credible, wise and worldly figure. As 

Pound argues: 

McCahon, in a characteristically Christian metaphor, has compared his 
relation with her to the process of apostolic succession, 'the laying on 
of hands', whereby the spiritual authority of the apostles is, in 
uninterrupted succession, handed down through the centuries to the 
priests of today. ll? 

Cockburn Mercer also serves as a model for McCahon's ideal painter. On the 

face of it, this is an unconventional choice, for she had none of the usual 

markers of success: sales, fame, critical recognition, or institutional support; 

indeed, she was approaching the end of her life in poverty and provincial 

obscurity. This, of course, is part of McCahon's point: that true painters do not 

and should not concern themselves with worldly or material success. Moreover, 

public acknowledgement does not validate or redeem an artist's practice; rather 

the only recognition for the true painter is peer recognition, such as that which 

passes between these two figures. Cockburn Mercer is also idealised because 

destitution, disabling health problems and old age have not made her bitter; on 

the contrary, she forges on as an active painter, teacher and gallery-visitor, and 

she also remains generous, kind and hospitable, a model of selfless Christian 

charity. McCahon uses the fate of Cockburn Mercer as an emblem of the 

extraordinary sacrifices that true artists must learn to endure and even embrace. 

Throughout the essay McCahon continually draws attention to the way he, 

like his mentor, Cockburn Mercer, willingly accepted a life of constant hardship 

and almost unbearable poverty. To this end, he goes into considerable detail 

116 Pound, 'Uncle Frank?', p. 44. 
117 Pound, 'Uncle Frank?', pp. 44-45. 
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about the house where he and his family lived in Christchurch between 1949 

and 1953: 

It was in Barbour Street, by the Linwood railway station. A place 
almost without night and day as the super floodlights of the railway 
goods-yard kept us always in perpetual light. The trunks of the trees 
were black with soot. We eventually had a small but lovely garden. 
To the right a pickle factory; behind, a grinding icing-sugar plant. 
Twenty-two rail-tracks to the left. A lovely view of the Port Hills and 
industry from the front room and across the road an embryo female 
bagpipe-player learning hard. 118 

While his detractors often perceived McCahon as a pretentious figure who lived 

in a privileged world, this narrative leaves us in no doubt that the artist's home 

was besieged by various forms of aural and atmospheric pollution, and we are 

encouraged to imagine how difficult it was to exist, let alone paint, in such 

conditions. His story even cuts across the national self image in the sense that 

he interrupts the reputation of New Zealand as a healthy, clean and green 

country, a place where the poor were not trapped in polluted slums and 

consigned to lives of abjection and squalor. 119 McCahon suggests that he lived 

this reality, and it was the price he and his family paid for his commitment to 

being an artist. What is also striking here is that he does not voice any 

complaint or bitterness about his circumstances. On the contrary, he remains 

upbeat and even professes to take pride in the view and the garden. According 

to his model, poverty and deprivation are the fate of the true painter, and such 

hardships are to be accepted without complaint. 120 

118 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 20. 
119 As we have already seen, the historian Keith Sinclair famously, and inaccurately, argued that 
New Zealand was an almost classless society. He claimed: 'From 1914 to 1939 there was a 
marked tendency towards the equalization of the income of wage earners, irrespective of skill. 
For the past thirty years, the redistribution of income through taxation and social services has 
extended the same tendency to society as a whole. New Zealanders in England or America are 
amazed at the wealth - and appalled by the poverty. [ ... ] There has never been more than a 
handful of rich people in New Zealand, as riches are measured elsewhere. Destitution (like 
illiteracy) is statistically negligible.' Sinclair, History of New Zealand, p. 285. 
120 McCahon's description of his home in Christchurch also breaks with another image of the 
ideal lifestyle for the New Zealand artist - an ideal which was popular among his generation. In 
a 1956 book about the painter, Eric Lee-Johnson, E. H. McCormick tendered some perceptive 
remarks on this subject. He reflected: 'Since the days of the hungry thirties two related ideas 
have haunted the minds of Auckland's intelligentsia - the instability of modem civilisation and 
the necessity for individual self-sufficiency. A widespread ambition was to acquire a plot of 
land, to erect thereon (preferably with one's own hands) a creosoted house or shack, and to live 
on the products of one's vegetable garden while writing, painting, or philosophising in one's 
leisure [ ... ] amongst them [are] Eric and Vivienne Lee-Johnson whose heroic struggle for self
sufficiency against incredible odds now becomes the background of this narrative.' E. H. 
McCormick, 'Eric Lee-Johnson', Eric Lee-Johnson (Hamilton: Paul's Book Arcade, 1956), p. 
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Another important feature of McCahon' s modelling of the artist, and one 

that makes him a conventional and accessible figure, is that he often refers to his 

life as a family man. While some of his opponents assumed that he was a self

absorbed cosmopolitan intellectual, he emphasised that he lived the life of a 

struggling suburban dad. To this end the family appear throughout the narrative 

and often their interests overlap with, and even impinge upon, his life as a 

painter: 

1958 was a good year. I built an extra bedroom under the quite 
extraordinary garage, my studio, we had on the top of our domestic 
cliff - the boys were moved into that. It had bunks and a clay floor 
and lovely sliding windows, sliding on coloured glass marbles. The 
floorboards upstairs were rather far apart and Molly Ryburn supplied 
a carpet (which I still have in my present studio) to make it more 
comfortable - the boys had clay and I had carpet. 

This [Tomorrow will be the same but not as this is (1958)] was 
unfortunate in that it wouldn't go right, and I got madder and madder 
(which shows the childish mentality of painters). I hurled a whole 
lovely quart tin of black Dulux at the board and reconstructed the 
painting out of the mess, forgetting that Molly's carpet wasn't big 
enough to really cover the floor. We didn't lose the boys, but we lost 
a lot of clothing.121 

At first, McCahon stresses his role as parent, provider and capable home

handyman. His authenticity is confirmed not only because he made significant 

additions to the family home, but also through his appreciative references to 

various elements of the renovation. Yet he also identifies the other motive for 

this undertaking: that it served his needs as an artist by allowing him to keep his 

studio. The gaps between the floorboards offer a potent symbol of the lack of 

separation between these two worlds, and the way in which his activities as an 

artist sometimes spilled over into his family's world, often at their expense. His 

bout of suburban anxiety over needlessly wasting paint and ruining his 

24. While McCormick gently mocks the pastoral fantasies and idealism of aspiring alternative 
lifestylers, his book on Lee-Johnson, the first monograph ever published on a contemporary 
New Zealand artist, clearly establishes him as a painter who managed to tum this dream into a 
reality. Particularly in the context of Nationalist discourse on landscape paintings, an artist's 
proximity to or, better still, life on the land was significant because it meant that the work 
emerged from an intimate and authentic experience of the rural scene. Thus in the writings on 
Lee-Johnson, the integrity of the artist's work is bound up with his rural lifestyle, and his 
willingness to reject the pursuit of consumer goods and material rewards in favour of a healthy 
back-to-basics existence. While McCahon poses himself as an artist attracted to the New 
Zealand landscape, his account of life in Christchurch undercuts any romantic pastoral fantasy 
about his lifestyle. 
121 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 26. 
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children's clothing again draws our attention to the family's life of compromise 

and their precarious financial situation. It affords him another opportunity to 

emphasise the considerable opportunity costs of being a serious painter in mid

twentieth-century New Zealand. This is not to say that McCahon always casts 

himself in the role of a bad and self-absorbed parent, because he also mentions 

the sacrifices he made for his children. With reference to Towards Auckland, a 

series of works he produced in 1953 and 1954, the artist observed: 

I tried to keep this series together but they eventually were broken up 
and sold - all over the country. This I regret, but we had to pay for 
house alterations and so on just to cope with the sizes the children were 
becoming.122 

The larger point here is that the artist's life is presented as being subject to the 

very same kinds of conditions, frustrations and restraints as any other parent and 

provider might experience. Through such representations McCahon makes 

painting part of a conventional life, instead of elevating it to an exclusive, 

impermeable world which is inaccessible and incomprehensible to the outsider. 

Again, these tactics furnish his audience with another potential point of 

identification. 

McCahon's story about his slightly makeshift studio with its second-hand 

floor coverings and fissured floorboards also allows him to demonstrate that he 

never had the benefit of working in professional conditions. Throughout the 

text the artist continually draws attention to the shoddy surroundings he painted 

in: 

In 1961 [ ... ] we shifted into town. Here I painted firstly in a little shed 
in the back yard - and a hell of a lot of work was produced there (the 
worse the conditions the better the work). 123 

While his axiom is hardly to be taken seriously, again McCahon impresses upon 

the reader that his life as an artist was never one of luxury, privilege or even 

comfort. By weaving his backyard shed into the story, the painter also fosters 

an association between his practice and the vernacular tradition of the New 

122 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 22. In other parts of the text McCahon portrays himself as 
an inadequate parent. With reference to Spring, Ruby Bay (1945) [fig. 37] for instance, 
McCahon confides: 'The small child painted the explosion in the sky. I wickedly kicked him 
down· the bank towards the pear tree.' McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 22. This remark 
suggests that he struggled to balance filial duties and his work as a painter, and that the division 
between the two was tense and often strained. 
123 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 28. 
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Zealand sheddie. 124 This enables him to unsettle and even confound the 

perceptions that often arose in protests against him, and particularly the idea that 

he was a precious man who made lots of money from selling his art. 

Although McCahon sometimes presents his painting as a backyard, after 

hours activity, he is also very careful to emphasise that this pursuit is anything 

but recreational, that painting is serious, arduous and demanding work: 

At night I paint under a very large incandescent light bulb. I've been 
doing this for a long time. I am only now, and slowly, becoming able 
to paint in the mornings. After a lifetime of working - farming, 
factories, gardening, teaching, the years at the Auckland City Art 
Gallery - I find it hard to paint in the world's usual work-time. It can 
be difficult to accept that painting is work too.125 

As I observed in Chapter Six, during the 1940s McCahon's supporters found it 

necessary to emphasise that he also held down regular jobs, mostly involving 

arduous manual labour, which allowed them to demonstrate that he was also a 

'productive' member of the community. In the 1970s, the artist continued use 

this tactic, insisting that his practice as an artist had never been pursued as an 

alternative to 'a lifetime of working'. By pointing out that he had conducted 

two careers simultaneously he offers an incontrovertible proof of his work ethic. 

The way in which McCahon describes his various day jobs also challenges the 

idea of the artist as an ineffectual, middle class intellectual. In addition to 

drawing attention to his blue-collar credentials, he is also cautious about how he 

represents his prestigious white-collar work. As we have already seen, he 

described 1956 as a 'blank' and he speculated that this was because he was 

'working so bloody hard at the gallery by day and teaching at night.' 126 What 

McCahon does not mention here is that for part of 1956, in addition to working 

as the Auckland City Art Gallery's Keeper and Curator, he was also its Acting 

Director. Instead of offering information about the influential role he played in 

this institution or emphasising his professional credentials, he adopts an almost 

blue-collar line, by swearing about the workload - which clearly contravened a 

founding principle of working life in New Zealand: the forty hour week. 

Given that his right to paint is established by entitlement (through the 

124 For a discussion of the relationship between masculinity, New Zealand men and sheds see: 
Richard Lummis, 'Big Time: Major Works by Scott Eady', Art New Zealand, 99 (Winter 2001), 
pp. 74-77; pp. 104-105. 
125 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 34. 
126 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 23. 
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assertion that he conducted two careers simultaneously), McCahon might seem 

to pander to those who struggle to accept painting as legitimate work. Yet, at 

the same time, he insists that being an artist should be a legitimate career path. 

The tension that obtrudes here was something that the painter himself was 

grappling with at the time. In the early 1970s very few New Zealand artists 

were able to live off the proceeds from sales of their works; when in December 

1970 McCahon resigned from his lecturing position at the University of 

Auckland to focus solely on his art, he was still struggling to make his painting 

pay. Thus because the career artist was still a relatively novel figure in the local 

context, McCahon's willingness to acknowledge the difficulty of accepting art 

making as legitimate work accommodates those struggling to deal with this 

development. 

Another significant aspect of McCahon' s representation of himself as an 

artist is his insistence that he was painting for the general public. What he 

needed to explain was how he could make such a claim when much of the 

feedback indicated that few found value in his paintings. His response to this 

dilemma emerges in the statement that: 

As a painter I may often be more worried about you than you are about 
me and if I wasn't concerned I'd not be doing my work properly as a 
painter.127 

As he does through Cockburn Mercer, here McCahon asserts that the true 

painter is a solitary figure, who stands apart from any audience and does not 

seek or require recognition. 128 In addition to his pose as the unwanted 

conscience of society, the artist argues that the general public's struggle with his 

work also has much to do with the contexts of its display, and the place and 

function of art in contemporary society. As he put it: 

In t~pres_~11t tirn~ __ it is_ very difficult to paint_for other people - to -) 
painLhe-Y-ond~y.o_m:_own ends and point directions as painters once did. 
Once the painter was mak:ing signs and symbols for people to live by: 
now he makes things to hang on walls at exhibitions.129 

The implication here is that neither market-based, dealer shows nor exhibitions 

at secular, state or local government funded art museums were desirable 

127 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 38. 
128 Of course, this stance is somewhat undercut by McCahon's repeated articulation of it. 
Certainly it is clear that McCahon wanted others to be concerned about his concerns. 
129 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 26. 
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contexts for his work. Dealer galleries were problematical in at least three 

respects: first, they only catered to a small audience; second, they turned 

artworks into commodities which solicited the endorsement of those with a 

disposable income; and third, once sold the works would be displayed and 

consumed in private, domestic spaces. This was hardly a useful arrangement for 

an aspiring social commentator. While art museums would at least afford 

McCahon the opportunity to reach a wider audience, placing his painting in this 

prestigious setting inevitably meant that it was removed from the everyday 

world and the everyday concerns that he sought to address. The positioning of 

his work in a museological context tended to stress the primacy of its aesthetic 

qualities at the expense of its pedagogical agenda. It was not an environment 

conducive to McCahon's project of pointing directions. By suggesting that 

contemporary infrastructures for the display of art impeded his communication, 

he offers some explanation for how he could continue to perceive himself as a 

painter for the people in the face of so much open hostility and ambivalence 

about his work. 

While McCahon's disparaging remarks about making things to hang on 

walls at exhibitions might seem ironic in a commentary about a gallery show, to 

some extent he side-steps this problem. For he dedicates a considerable amount 

of his text to demonstrating that he is an artist who makes other kinds of works, j 
works that are intended to operate in the way that art once had, when painters D 
made 'signs and symbols for people to live by' and works to 'point directions.' \ 

Primarily he does this by drawing attention to his installation pieces in various 

community buildings and by discussing his public commissions, even though 

these works are not part of the 1972 exhibition. Indeed, the work that is dealt 

with in the greatest depth in the entire catalogue is his commission for the glass 

windows he painted in 1965 and 1966 for the Convent Chapel of the Sisters of 

Our Lady of the Mission in Remuera, a job that, according to the artist, gave 

him the opportunity to work 'towards meaning, in a real situation'. 130 Such 

tactics afford McCahon the opportunity to demonstrate that he was something 

other than what so many people perceived him to be - the maker of fashionable 

130 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 33. Excepting the publicity surrounding the theft and returrl 
of the Urewera Mural (1975), the artist's installation works have never excited a level of critical 
commentary equivalent to the other categories of his painting. In 1972, however, McCahon was 
eager to draw attention to his work as a public artist. 
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commodities for a privileged elite. 

As we have already seen, another problem for McCahon was that he was 

often caricatured as the exemplary 'Modem artist', a label which was used in a 

derogatory fashion to signify that he could not paint properly, and that his 

paintings were slapdash, shoddy and lacking in forethought. The artist's 

commentary unsettles these views, for he insists that his working process is 

often painstakingly analytical. His descriptions demonstrate that painting is an 

activity he is passionately involved with and fascinated by, and through 

comments such as the remark about 'the joy of taking white paint' it is clear that 

he sometimes finds this work pleasurable and even exhilarating. 131 Yet the text 

never allows us to assume that he has a sense of mastery over the process. 

Take, for instance, the aforementioned account of the making of Tomorrow will 

be the same, [fig. 30], where McCahon claims to have reached such a point of 

frustration that he hurled an entire tin of paint at the canvas and then 

'reconstructed the painting out of the mess'. This was one of the major works 

he produced in the wake of his trip to America in 1958. There he had seen and 

admired a number of vast abstract expressionist paintings. 132 On his return to 

New Zealand, energetically applied brushstrokes began to make an appearance 

on the surfaces of McCahon' s increasingly large canvases. Yet the artist is 

careful to demonstrate that he is not an action painter. In his narrative the 

impassioned, spontaneous gesture results from his inability to control the 

medium. His hurling of paint is presented as juvenile and irrational behaviour, 

not a strategy intended to produce powerful artworks signifying emotional states 

or the workings of the unconscious mind. Not only does he offer a gentle 

parody of such practices, he also implies that this mode of painting was a luxury 

he could not afford. McCahon represents his paintings as the result of conscious 

reflection, concentration and hard work, and in so doing he is careful to 

distinguish himself from negative stereotypes about Modem artists. 

[V] McCahon's Modelling of the Art 

As well as modelling himself as an acceptable and even accessible figure, 

131 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 31. 
132 There has been considerable discussion and fierce debate over what McCahon saw in 
America and what it meant to him and his work. For two divergent views see: Green, 
'McCahon's Visit', pp. 19-42; Brown, Colin McCahon: Artist, pp. 87-94. 
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McCahon also used the 1972 catalogue to model his artworks. It is difficult to 

overstate how much of a challenge this was. Because he was consistently 

promoted as the nation's major artist, and because of the various controversies 

surrounding his practice, he had an established a media profile, but he could not 

assume that people were actually familiar with his oeuvre and his concerns as an 

artist. What made his task even more difficult was that the majority of his 

audience were not well-versed in contemporary art historical terminology, let 

alone the popular international models and styles of artwriting. As he was well 

aware, the New Zealand public had very little exposure to much of the 

Modernist enterprise, and he could not afford to take the legitimacy of 

contemporary art for granted. In effect, he needed to compose a mode of 

artwriting which took very little for granted and which a general audience might 

read and understand. 

What made McCahon' s task even more daunting was that with his more 

recent paintings he faced the challenge of having to explain and assess 

innovations and discoveries that he himself was still grappling with. Take, for 

instance, the interpretative problems posed by what in 1972 was one of his most 

recent major paintings - Practical Religion: The Resurrection of Lazarus 

Showing Mount Martha (1970). [fig. 33] In this work the narrative is embedded 

in a sequence of captions and blocks of text floating over a heavily abstracted 

landscape. As well as identifying the characters of Christ, John, Martha, Mary 

and Lazarus, the viewer needs to ponder the relations between them. Attention 

must also be given to the strategies of presentation McCahon deploys to tell this 

story. For the texts contained within this vast work are formed into various 

sizes and shapes, from simple blocks to uneven lines, and they are painted in 

different cases and scripts in tones ranging from stark whites to sludgy grays. 

They are also arranged in relation to various landscape and atmospheric forms. 

All of these factors influence the painting's meaning. To assess this material is 

a complex interpretative task for any viewer; for a New Zealand audience in the 

early 1970s, to whom such strategies were largely unprecedented, the challenge 

was immense. 

In the face of all these complexities, McCahon's modelling of Practical 

Religion: The Resurrection of Lazarus Showing Mount Martha seems 

delightfully simple. He writes: 

reiel07p
Rectangle



-) 

311 
I got onto reading the New English Bible and re-reading my favourite 
passages. I re-discovered good old Lazarus. Now this is one of the 
most beautiful and puzzling stories in the New Testament - like the 
Elias story this one takes you through several levels of feeling and 
being. It hit me, BANG! at where I was: questions and answers, faith 
so simple and beautiful and doubts still pushing to somewhere else. It 
really got me down with joy and pain. I loved painting it. To be 
honest it was a bit like drawing a Mickey Mouse cartoon. I grew to 
love the characters in the story and could see them as very real people; 
I felt as they felt. This took a monumental time to paint and gallons of 
expensive paint. It is in one way a dismal failure and in another one of 
my best paintings yet. At least I had fun and discovered very much 
more about Christ and Lazarus as well as the sisters. I became very 
involved with the thoughtful sister Martha. Lazarus himself remains a 
rather distant figure. Mary might be a bit annoying on occasions and 
Christ perhaps a little too over-certain at times - but right. I spent 
weeks painting my way over this story, more and more involved 
realising the great need for a new kind of painting to happen.133 

Instead of tackling the thorny issues surrounding this work's interpretation, 

McCahon proffers an enthusiastic and energetic account of how he arrived at the 

subject and how he made the painting. There are no specialist art historical 

terms in his text. Paint is measured in terms of gallons and cost. As with the 

New English Bible he promotes, the artist's language is reasonably simple and 

clear, an apt approach for a commentary about a work belonging to a series 

entitled Practical Religion. As I will argue presently, the artist's stories are 

never as straightforward as they might appear, but, nonetheless, his text creates. 

the initial impression that this is an accessible artwork. 

With its sprawling clusters of graffiti-like lettering, its predominance of 

blacks and whites, and its epic scale, Practical Religion: The Resurrection of 

Lazarus Showing Mount Martha might appear formidable, intimidating and 

crude, but McCahon uses his commentary to make the work personal and 

intimate by emphasising how much excitement and pleasure it afforded him. 

The point is partly conveyed by tone and testimonial; he not only tells us that he 

was thrilled to rediscover Lazarus, he also stresses the depth of his reactions by 

couching the onomatopoeic word 'BANG!' in capital letters and an exclamation 

mark. Throughout his commentary the artist refers to his pain and joy, and his 

failure and success, which provides further evidence of intensity of this 

experience. His testimonial also answers a number of challenges mounted 

against both the style of his work and his continual engagement with theological 

133 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, pp. 36-37. 
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concerns. Detractors had often claimed that his use of Christian themes and / ( 

symbols was either blasphemous or pretentious affectation, but here the artist I r 
explains his motivation and stresses how to him it was pivotal, compelling and / 

exciting subject matter. His passionate testimonial as to the emotional 

possibilities of his work also disarms those who objected to the style of his 

painting on the grounds that there was no pleasure or joy in his art. 

Another strategy McCahon uses to get viewers engaged with this complex 

painting is to turn its biblical cast into characters, ,·very real people' as he puts 

it. In an increasingly secular age, where figures from the Bible's New 

Testament might seem remote, archaic and unreal, the painter brings them into 

the here and now by imbuing them with personalities, attitudes and emotions. 

He encourages viewers to approach the painting by tracking down each of the 

characters from his description, so as to interpret them in the light of his 

commentary. The artist also invigorates the work by comparing it to making a 

Mickey Mouse cartoon. To some extent, this analogy between a religious text 

and a popular culture cartoon is apt, for both combine image and text to tell 

stories.134 However the more important function of this radical and unexpected 

companson 1s that it makes the painting appear exciting, accessible and 

contemporary. 

Yet even though the artist offers his audience so much information and 

encouragement, McCahon still leaves his readers to work the painting. out for 

themselves. For instance, he never actually explains the story of Lazarus. This 

is hardly accidental. The painter's commentary seeks to incite further questions, 

and his words create as many ambiguities as they overcome. Thus it is left to 

the viewer to establish where and when Jesus was 'perhaps a little too certain', 

134 As Wystan Curnow argues, McCahon developed this strategy in the 1940s, though in its 
temporal context it had different meanings than it would have had in the 1970s. According to 
Curnow: 'Writing about the comic-style speech balloons in The King of the Jews, [Gordon H.] 
Brown cites McCahon's remark: "The inspiration - the leg end from a Rinso packet and the 
yellow I suppose from Byzantium" - a comment more remarkable for its nonchalant conjunction 
of the far-flung, than for what it tells us about the painting. On the back it is inscribed "after 
Signorelli" - these works are certainly about, or after, other art (that is a necessary clue to their 
complexity) but they're as much about low as they are about high, and that is the point I want to 
stress. When we look at The Valley of the Dry Bones or The King of the Jews, it is not 
Byzantium, Fra Angelico, or Signorelli we see, it's comic books. Brown canes Fairburn, who 
called them "experimental cartoons" (both meanings intended) and "graffiti" on the walls of 
some "celestial lavatory"; maybe he didn't like them, but he did at least register their vulgarity, 
a vulgarity which for some bordered on the blasphemous.' Wystan Curnow, 'Speech Balloons 
and Conversation Bubbles', And, 4 (October 1985), p. 140. 
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and why 'Mary might be a bit annoying.' Similarly it is not immediately 

obvious as to why this work 'a dismal failure' and yet one of his best. Nor is it 

clear as to why at this point McCahon came to the realisation that there was a 

'great need for a new kind of painting to happen,' and he does not explain the 

kind of painting this might be. While at first the artist makes the painting seem 

reasonably easy to understand, on closer inspection his remarks are not as self

explanatory as they might appear. Certainly, he never offers a self-contained 

reading; instead he creates a pretext to initiate the interpretative process. 

While it is far from straightforward, nonetheless, McCahon's commentary 

displays an awareness about the worst trouble spots in his oeuvre, and so these 

complex and radical elements are framed by careful explanations. With The 

Lark's Song (1969), [fig. 34] for instance, the artist recalls: 

From August to October I struggled with Mrs Kereama's Lark's song. 
I loved it, I read the poem out loud while I painted and finally the 
little lark took off up the painting and out of sight. The words must 
be read for their sound, they are signs for the lark's song. 

This whole series gave me great joy. Please don't give yourself 
the pain of worrying out a translation of the words but try for the 
sound of the painting. But never forget that these are the words of a 
poet too. Some people can read them. 135 

The difficulty here is that the painting is dominated by two stanzas of the same 

Maori verse; the only English words on the work are its title, the artist's 

signature, and the phrase 'Can you hear me St. Francis'. As Stephen Zepke 

argues, this phrase can be interpreted as: 

[ a ]n ironical reference to the untranslated words, and a barbed retort to 
the European, Christian Saint of Animals, and a tradition which failed 
to understand or even recognise the indigenous people of this 'empty 
and silent' land. This painting, like others with Maori text, and the 
early religious paintings, are concerned with discontinuity and 
difference, critiquing rather than perpetuating the homogenising and 
deaf culture of colonialism.136 

Insofar as few viewers among his overwhelmingly Paheka audience could read 

Maori, the artist was well aware that the work reminded people of their lack of 

knowledge and, potentially, this was an alienating experience. In the 1960s and 

early 1970s, in the context of a nation where indigenous language and culture 

135 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 36. 
136 Stephen Zepke, 'Colin McCahon and the Writing of Difference' (unpublished master's 
thesis, University of Auckland, 1992), pp. 50-51. 
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were marginalised and trivialised, McCahon could not expect much empathy for 

his use of a Maori text.137 So the artist talks his audience through this difficulty: 

first, by offering his own testimonial as to the pleasures these words might 

afford; second, by suggesting that they are signifiers for the song of a bird, a 

'language' viewers can hear and enjoy without any literal sense of 

understanding; third, by framing them in the familiar western concept of the 

poem; and, finally, by signalling that, as far as he was concerned, the audience 

need not translate this text to understand the painting. 

According to the general public, the most objectionable facet ofMcCahon's 

work was his abstraction, and so his commentary is marked by a concerted 

effort to make this dimension of his oeuvre accessible. He first confronts this 

subject as he approaches Painting of 1958. [fig. 29] With reference to the two 

1957 exhibits preceding this work, Red Titirangi and Kauri, he remarks: 

The increasing abstraction seen in these two paintings leads into some 
very odd directions. First the following painting [Painting, 1958] -
really the opening of the first Gate series.138 

McCahon's binding together of 'increasing abstraction' and gomg m 'odd 

directions' anticipates and even accommodates the conservatism and 

representational biases of New Zealand audiences. When he makes direct 

reference to Painting, he makes little attempt to explain or defend this radical 

image, and he skims over the issue of what motivated this remarkable shift in 

his work. Instead, he deprecates the work in question by classifying it as one of 

his 'odd directions', and then he identifies its point of continuity with other 

elements of his oeuvre: 

I submitted this for the Hay's Art Prize, in Christchurch, and it was a 
joint prizewinner. There were letters to the papers in Wellington, 
Christchurch and Dunedin on 'Modem Art'. This was the most 
publicly disliked painting in New Zealand since my 1947 work was 
shown in Wellington and until Tomorrow will be the Same was 

137 While McCahon's engagement with Maori culture has been viewed as a difficult and 
controversial dimension of his work in more recent times, it was not a major source of 
controversy during the 1960s and early 1970s. For further discussion concerning this element of 
McCahon's work see: Francis Pound, The Space Between: Pakeha use of Maori Motifs in 
Modernist New Zealand Art (Auckland: Workshop Press, 1994), pp. 87-102; Brown, Colin 
McCahon: Artist, pp. 155-163. 
138 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 24. 
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accepted by the Christchurch City Council in 1952.[sic ]139 

McCahon's use of an objective documentary voice proves an effective strategy. 

By recalling the protests and hostility incited as a result of Painting's success, 

he cunningly side-steps a common objection to abstract art: that it lacks 

narrative and that it does not represent time or place. The artist demonstrates 

that abstraction can be anecdotal and it can even reflect temporal and historical 

context, in the sense that this work is used to recall a community's inability to 

cope with non-representational painting. 

Another strategy McCahon deploys to make his abstraction accessible is to 

draw attention to its art historical pedigree. When he arrives at the inaugural 

work in the Waterfall series, aptly entitled The first waterfall, he writes: 

The waterfalls started flowing in 1964 and there were hundreds of 
them. They grew out of William Hodges paintings on loan to the 
Auckland City Art Gallery from the Admiralty, London. Hodges and I 
eventually realised we were friends over the years and got talking 
about his painting. He was dead and I was about the same. We 
conversed, through paint (about Naples yellow to start with) - and in 
1964 I painted my first waterfall. Hodges is my hero in all these 
paintings but the Fairy Falls in the Waitakeres and Chinese painting are 
the real influences later. [ ... ] Waterfalls fell and raged and became as 
still silent falls of light for a long time. 140 

With their limited palettes and simple brushmarks, the Waterfalls are sparse 

paintings. [fig. 32] Yet, in the face of such flagrant associations with 

Modernism, the artist makes no mention of their links with the work of 

American artists such as Barnett Newman. 141 Instead he proffers a mythical 

moment of genesis for these paintings, a 'conversation' with an eighteenth

century artist, William Hodges. Hodges came to New Zealand in 1773 as part 

of Captain Cook's second expedition to the South Seas. From his time in New 

139 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 24. The Christchurch City Council accepted Tomorrow will 
be the same but not as this is for the permanent collection of the Robert McDougall Art Gallery 
in 1962. 
140 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 31. 
141 As Pound argues: 'American modernist forms, such as Barnett Newman's "zip", are 
deliberately reinterpreted by McCahon, in being granted a figurative - a landscape - meaning. 
Newman's "zip" is, on various occasions, turned by McCahon into a road, the trunk of a native 
kauri tree, a waterfall, a fall of light between hills, or - flipped onto its side - into a hissing line 
of Muriwai surf. Modernism, while accepted, is so made subservient to a non-modernist 
"signature of a region".' Francis Pound, 'From Here: Reading and Misreading European, 
Russian and American Modernism', New Zealand Modernism - in Context (Auckland: Gibbs, 
1995), pp. 15-16. For further discussion about this relationship see: Wystan Curnow, 'Thinking 
about Colin McCahon and Barnett Newman', Art New Zealand, 8 (November December 1977-
January 1978) pp. 48-52. 
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Zealand and in the years after his return to London, Hodges produced a number 

of paintings of a majestic waterfall in Dusky Bay, either with a Maori man or 

group posing in the foreground. 142 In 1959 three of Hodges's waterfall 

paintings were sent to New Zealand and they eventually arrived at the Auckland 

City Art Gallery, where McCahon worked and where he claimed to have come 

under their influence. 143 The notion that Hodges was the source for McCahon's 

Waterfalls constitutes an ingenious defence against a common complaint about 

contemporary art and particularly abstraction. Detractors often asserted that 

artists such as McCahon had no respect for art historical tradition and the 'Old 

Masters'. They perceived abstract painting as a renunciation of the revered 

traditions of fine art. As a reputable eighteenth-century painter authenticated 

and sanctified by the Admiralty in London, and as one of the first European 

artists to visit New Zealand, Hodges was, in a sense, a local Old Master. For 

McCahon to invent a fraternity with Hodges, for him to pose as a friend, 

admirer and even confidant, then, is a remarkably astute move. It enables him 

to draw on the authority, credibility and the legitimacy of the older painter, and 

it establishes him as a traditionalist, an artist who was willing to learn from the ~ 

past. McCahon's strategy is also a clever defence to the charge that abstraction 

represented a revolt from tradition; on the contrary, he suggests that the, 

differences are not so great as they might appear, that there is a continuity in 

materials, and a continuity in the celebration of specific and spectacular features 

of the local environment. In this way McCahon not only creates a legitimate 

pedigree for his abstraction, he offers a number of interpretative lines of inquiry, 

and demonstrates, again, that abstraction need not be any more difficult than 

other forms of art and art historical interpretation. 

As well as using Hodges to make his Waterfalls more accessible for a 

conservative general audience, McCahon proffers a number of ideas about this 

series also designed to make it easier to come to grips with. Most notably, he 

names the series Waterfalls, a title which suggests a connection between these 

works and the environment. He develops this line in the catalogue by naming 

142 See: Rudiger Joppien and Bernard Smith, The Art of Captain Cook's Voyages: vol. 2, The 
Voyage of the Resolution and Endeavour 1772-1775 (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 
1985), pp. 20-32; pp. 147-149. 
143 Oil paintings by William Hodges, R. A., Draughtsman on Captain Cook's second voyage, 
1772-1775 (Wellington: Alexander Turnbull Library, 1959). 
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'the Fairy Falls in the Waitakeres' as one of the 'true' influences for this series, 

and he talks about how the '[w]aterfalls fell and raged', metaphors which not 

only animate the paintings, they also reiterate the environmental associations. 144 

While McCahon does much to open abstraction up to a general audience, he 

never goes so far as to act as an overt supporter, advocate or permanent convert. 

In fact, his commentary is riddled with ambivalence and concern about the 

effectiveness of his abstract painting, and it can be argued that this pose serves 

to accommodate a range of attitudes toward this difficult and often contentious 

element of his oeuvre. In the presence of Easter Landscape: Triptych (1966), 

[fig. 35] for instance, he reflects: 

I am pleased with this painting. It has toured the country in various 
exhibitions, has been repainted in odd places, and still comes up 
reasonably well. It's tough. But it is the end of a line of painting, as I 
age and become more involved with different levels of beauty. It is 
perhaps too right, too much an aesthetic exercise - too little feeling. 
The next paintings [The fourteen Stations of the Cross, 1966] are more 
what I wanted, more human. 145 

Again, McCahon' s introduction of an abstract painting is novel, memorable and 

cautious: instead of discussing it as a picture, he cites his own emotional 

response, and deals with it as an object by focusing on its history of travel, 

repairs and maintenance. Then, in an ambiguous pronouncement, he seems to 

dismiss this type of work, on the grounds that it is too mannered, too hermetic, 

and even too aesthetic. Such claims appear to announce a rejection of non

representational painting; they seem to signal that the artist ultimately 

acquiesced to the arguments frequently deployed against his abstraction: that it 

lacked content, that it was too far removed from everyday, people-centred 

concerns, and that it was nothing more than intellectual wallpaper. However, 

while McCahon' s commentary primes us to expect that the next series in the 

show, The fourteen Stations of the Cross (1966) [fig. 36], will confirm his move 

away from abstraction and towards something 'more human', the humanity of 

these works is not grounded in a rejection of abstraction. In many respects this 

series is as abstract as the triptych which precedes it. The individual paintings 

are mostly configured around slanting slashes of light which divide darkened 

land forms. While these works do not suggest a retreat from abstraction, what 

144 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 31. 
145 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 33. 



318 
makes them representational is the association with the Stations of the Cross, 

which means that the viewer's knowledge of this story provides an immediate 

platform for interpretation and reception. The painting actively encourages this 

process inasmuch as each work features a caption designating the station it 

represents. Thus, while McCahon's objection to Easter Landscape: Triptych 

might seem to be about the painting's abstraction, his commentary on the next 

series suggests that the real source of his anxiety was that he had obscured the 

painting's iconography by focusing too much on formal issues. The underlying 

point here is that the artist's commentary is at its most complex and ambiguous 

on the issue of abstract painting; in so doing it accommodates a wide range 

viewing positions, and it affords McCahon another opportunity to present 

himself as an accessible artist of the people. 

Another function of McCahon's commentary is that it serves as a platform 

for the artist to challenge what he perceived as a widespread (mis)reading of his 

work and his intentions. While the public often attacked his painting for its 

perceived lack of beauty, his text indicates that this was never one of his 

intentions. In relation to his work on the windows of the Convent Chapel for 

the Sisters of Our Lady of the Missions (1965-1966), for instance, he wrote: 

I have a photograph of a beautiful lily in a glass vase made for this job 
- I don't know where it is - it was just too beautiful to fit into the 
scheme and somewhere got left behind and lost.146 

Here, and elsewhere throughout the text, the presence or prospect of beauty is 

troublesome to the artist. Clearly it attracts him and yet he feels it is necessary 

to extricate it from his work. By explaining that beauty does not suit his 

purpose, that it hinders him from 'working towards meaning, in a real situation', 

McCahon concurs with those who describe his work as lacking in beauty. 147 

However he also takes the sting out of this charge: for while his detractors 

assumed that the absence of beauty was a consequence of the artist's 

incompetence, McCahon represents it as a conscious, strategic cut designed, 

first, to ensure the integrity and effectiveness of his art, and, second, because he 

felt beauty for its own sake was a sign of self-indulgence. 

As well as objecting to the abstraction and the crudity ofMcCahon's works, 

146 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 32. 
147 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 33. 
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hostile viewers often focused on what was perceived as his inability to represent 

place. In his commentary the painter endeavours to explain his intentions: 

A lot of painting dates from the Christchurch years. The next two 
[Takaka: Night and Day, 1948; The Green Plain, 1948] were painted 
in my bedroom-studio at the Holland's [sic] place. The Takaka 
painting was painted round a corner of the room, no one wall being 
itself long enough. Once more it states my interest in landscape as a 
symbol of place and also of the human condition. It is not so much a 
portrait of a place as such but is a memory of a time and an experience 
of a particular place.148 

Here McCahon responds to the problematical popular expectation that 

landscape painting is necessarily concerned with the accurate documentation of 

a specific place. By pointing out that when he made 'the Takaka painting' he 

had long since departed from Tak:ak:a and relocated to an indoor setting in 

Christchurch, the artist reiterates his argument that the real subject here is not 

the documentation of specific land forms, but rather his memories and his 

symbols. Throughout the text McCahon indicates that his landscapes are 

usually inspired by something other than a direct response to a particular scene. 

With On Building Bridges (1952), for instance, he claims to have become 

interested in this landscape by way of an encounter with some aerial 

photographs of North Canterbury; in other words, the rural setting of this 

painting was overtly mediated by technology and its mechanical reproduction. 

His commentary on Spring, Ruby Bay (1945) [fig. 37] might appear as an 

exception, for in relation to this painting, he remarks: 

spring happened in Ruby Bay and we were there! Pear trees and 
chickens and gorse out in bloom and never again felt happiness. 149 

Yet this is the exception that confirms the rule. This work is one of McCahon's 

earliest attempts at painting with words, in the form of a caption reading: 

'Spring, Ruby Bay 1945'. With the artist's prompt about the singular emotional 

intensity of this 'never again' moment, he signals that this exuberant landscape 

not only presents us with a signature of place, but also it is 'a memory of a 

time', a celebration of the end of the Second World War in September 1945 .150 

Consistent with his practice of leaving some of the interpretative work for the 

148 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 19. 
149 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 18. 
15° For further discussion see Pound, Signatures of Place, pp. 3-4, p. 9, pp. 17-18. 
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viewer, McCahon does not explain the significance of this date. 

With his later works, McCahon's strategies for troubling the conventional 

modes of production and interpretation of landscape become more explicit and 

complex. In his commentary about the A and B series of Landscape Theme and 

Variations from 1963 he writes: 

These two series were painted to fill the Ikon Gallery, Symonds 
Street, Auckland, to make a true New Zealand environment. 

They were painted to be hung about eight inches from floor 
level. I hoped to throw people into an involvement with the raw land, 
and also with raw painting. No mounts, no frames, a bit curly at the 
edges, but with, I hoped, more than the usual New Zealand landscape 
meaning. You can't see them now in their intended setting. I hope 
you can understand what I was trying to do at the time - like spitting 
on the clay to open the blind man's eyes. 151 

The usual landscape meaning that McCahon objects to is the mode whereby the 

representation of a physical environment is conflated with the scene it portrays. 

One of the problems with this practice is that it fails to acknowledge the work as 

a representation, and, in so doing, it disregards the contribution of the artist and, 

more importantly, the materiality of the painting. Through his art and his 

commentary, the painter's main strategy to challenge these assumptions is 

focused on drawing attention to the work as a physical object. On canvas he 

does this by stripping the painting of the usual framing devices, while in the text 

he reminds us of what has been taken away. Through these subtractions, and 

through the catalogue, he encourages his audience to look at the painting instead 

of through it to the land it might be assumed to represent. As well as describing 

both the tactics deployed in these works and their intended effects, McCahon 

also attempts to stall the usual mode of reception for landscape by 

foregrounding the exact setting and site of his work in its original context: the 

Ikon Gallery, Symonds Street, Auckland. By designating this gallery as a true 

New Zealand environment he sabotages the usual disavowal of urban 

experience that often occurs during the consumption of landscape painting. 

Overall, then, what is striking about this element of the commentary is that 

McCahon is so forthright about his intentions and strategies, and he is unusually 

candid and explicit in framing and encouraging a mode of interpretation which 

acknowledges the complexities of these paintings. 

151 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 30. 
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Throughout this and the previous section, I have focused predominantly on 

how the artist modelled himself and his work in ways that might counter, deflect 

or overcome some of the commonly cited objections to him and his paintings. 

Yet I also want to reiterate that McCahon's commentary is not about 

circumventing the interpretative process. On the contrary its aspiration and its 

effect is the promotion of close reading and considered reflection. Even in the 

final paragraph, with reference to his 1971 painting, Mondrian's 

Chrysanthemum of 1908, the artist leaves us with an open question: 

This is perhaps a chrysanthemum, perhaps a sunset: quite possibly a 
bomb dropped on Muriwai - all these things can be beautiful, some 
most deadly. 

As a painter I may often be more worried about you than you are 
about me and if I wasn't concerned I'd not be doing my work 
properly as a painter. Painting can be a potent way of talking. 

Do you believe in the sunrise?152 

These remarks draw together the key themes of McCahon's commentary, 

including his self-image as a painter of the people, his fervent belief in the 

power of painting, and his insistence that the interpretative process remain open, 

fluid and multivalent. His parting question is a question of faith: the sunrise is 

not just the light of the early morning sun, it is also light of a new world, a 

world after death, a world beyond a nuclear holocaust. By posing this as a 

question, he invites contemplation. Indeed this ultimately is the intention and 

the effect of his entire text. While McCahon models himself and his work in 

ways that make it appear accessible, his writing is also a creative enterprise 

designed to foster reflexive viewing. 

152 McCahon, Survey Exhibition, p. 38. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

CONCLUSION 

In a profile of Rita Angus in Contemporary New Zealand Painters, Jim and 

Mary Barr wrote of her late landscapes: 

Clouds twist into numerals and evocative shapes the way they do when 
children rest their heads on the grass and stare up into the sky to search 
for illusive beasts and faces within the ever-changing whiteness.1 

This observation might also be adapted to describe many of the artwriting 

models about Angus, which often prove to have very little to do with the 

archival and visual evidence, and much to do with wild and fanciful authorial 

imaginings. As we have seen, the majority of art historical and biographical 

writings about Angus in the 193 Os and 1940s propose that - whether as a 

leading member of the avant-garde or as an isolated figure - the artist was a 

radical, a feminist and an innovator. Many commentators therefore insist that 

she suffered because of her deviance from mainstream culture and society; 

social alienation, critical indifference or hostility, and public disregard are often 

presented as the consequences of the artist's stance. However, a close reading 

of various documents from the 1930s and 1940s does not confirm many of these 

claims. There is little evidence to suggest that her landscapes or self-portraits 

troubled critics or audiences; on the contrary, reviewers quickly embraced her 

work and tended to applaud her strategies. The idea of the painter as a victim of 

critical indifference or neglect can only be understood as an art historical myth, 

structured to conform to popular stereotypes of artists as long-suffering, 

misunderstood and tragic figures. 

The text also offered the beginnings of a remodelling of the artist. It argued 

that the documents describing the reception of Angus's work can be used not 

only as a corrective but also as an interpretative tool. They serve to indicate 

that in the 1930s and 1940s her portrayals of other women and girls sometimes 

grated on sitters and critics. In its context of production, this was the most 

1 Jim Barr and Mary Barr, Contemporary New Zealand Painters (Martinborough: Alister 
Taylor, 1980), p. 18. 
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provocative, controversial and innovative element of Angus's art. 

While a number of writers claim to have been attentive to the artist's 

attitudes and intentions, the dissertation often demonstrated that Angus's model 

of herself as an artist and her own attempts to model her work have not been 

thoroughly examined. While her increasingly entrenched scepticism about 

representations of her project has often been acknowledged, the consequences 

of her stance - and particularly its impact on the degree and nature of her public 

profile - have not been adequately assessed. Her purported marginalisation was 

primarily an effect of her attempts to limit the exposure of her work, and to 

control the terms under which it was represented. After she died, her private 

objections to would-be supporters and her reluctance to be represented in shows 

and publications, were recalled as signifiers of her irrationality and her mental 

health pro bl ems. Yet Angus's reactions can also be understood as an expression 

of her own Wilenski-influenced model of her work and herself as an artist. 

With the modelling of McCahon, the inquiry was much informed by the 

painter's pre-eminence in accounts of New Zealand art. Confronted with this 

canonical giant, I wanted to establish how and why early in his career he was 

promoted as the major local figure, and how he was able to sustain and augment 

this reputation. Certainly his invention did not proceed along conventional 'i

lines; indeed, his early and rapid rise to prominence was bound up with the fact l 
that it occurred beyond the artworld, in makeshift exhibition venues and in 

mainstream publications. Another major factor was his involvement with the 
"\ --- ---- -
' ---------ascendant literati. Representing an artist is, of course, a creative literary 

enterprise, and the promotion of McCahon was such a success precisely because 

the artist had the assistance of New Zealand's best writers and poets. What they 

lacked in art historical knowledge they made up for in their clever prose and f 
their ability to package him as an acceptable and yet controversial figure. 

The preceding analysis has also traced some of the ways in which political, 

cultural and ideological agendas have impacted on the modelling of Angus. 

Tomory and Brownson produced two of the most distinctive and influential 

theories about the artist's work, but both attempts to model Angus as a symbolic 

painter clearly contravened the archival and pictorial evidence, and were 

marked by some implausible characterisations of the artist's intentions. Given 

the failure of this kind of approach, it became apparent that the modelling of her 

( 
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work requires an acknowledgement of its range, diversity and complexity. 

When focusing on the growth of McCahon's reputation, another area of 

particular interest was the hitherto taboo subject of his curatorial and. 

administrative work at the ACAG. A cursory survey of the Gallery's 

exhibitions programme between 1953 and 1964 revealed that the artist often 

displayed his own works in this institution. Beyond the obvious consequences 

of this action - the confirmation and growth of his reputation - his Gallery work 

impacted on his thinking and actions as an artist. Yet his agenda was not merely 

driven by self-interest. During his time at the ACAG, he attempted to deploy 

the Gallery's resources and shape its policies to assist in the establishment of a 

sustainable dealer gallery system for contemporary art, and thus he was 

instrumental in creating an environment in New Zealand that could sustain 

professional painters. In tum, he too came to benefit from these initiatives. '::/· 

The text also considered one of the most powerful, influential and 

misconstrued forces in the discursive modelling of McCahon: the artist himself. 

Arguably he was the most experienced and skilled artwriter and curator in New 

Zealand, and so he was unusually well qualified to model himself. Part of what 

makes the artist's autobiographical artwritings so successful is that they are 

tailored to local conditions. Through his 1972 catalogue, for instance, he i 
created a model of his own work that addressed and diffused so many of the 

anxieties and confusions that had surfaced in the preceding years of his being 

modelled by critics and by the general public. 

The dissertation's findings apply not only to the modelling of McCahon and 

Angus but also to various aspects of New Zealand culture and art history. 

While there is nothing novel about the various settings and events that the text 

focused on, some of its findings challenge received wisdom about the artworld 

in mid-twentieth-century New Zealand. For instance, the dissertation was on 

familiar ground in its stress on the vitality of the Christchurch arts scene in the 

1930s and early 1940s. However, the popular image of a Christchurch artworld 

divided by a conflict between traditional, reactionary art society figures and 

breakaway innovators from The Group has little archival foundation. The text 

also demonstrated that the position of contemporary art in Christchurch changed 

considerably from the 1930s to the 1960s. Whereas in the earlier era the leading 

Modems were enthusiastically received, by the 1960s, McCahon' s Modernism 
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was often and extensively condemned. It is clear, too, that the literary critics, 

who have often been charged with failing to recognise the talents of 'image 

makers' such as Angus, were aware of and interested in her work. The problem 

was that, unlike McCahon, she refused their terms, and so her profile suffered 

accordingly. A corrective is necessary, too, in relation to accounts about the 

metamorphosis of the ACAG; for McCahon must now be acknowledged as a i

pivotal figure in the development of this institution. 

It is also apparent that the terms of being a New Zealand artist changed 

dramatically throughout the period under discussion. The lively amateur world 

of Christchurch in the 1930s weakened considerably in subsequent decades. 

Angus nonetheless remained committed to the amateur model, or at least to the 

idea that artists were independent figures who had little need of critics, patrons 

and dealers. By contrast, McCahon' s model was always that of a professional 

artist, even though, in the early part of his career, there was no infrastructure to 

support such an enterprise. In later years he made a concerted effort to 

encourage the development of a professional artworld that could accommodate, 

respect, and even understand a serious contemporary artist. His present 

canonical status is, to a considerable degree, the realisation of his quest to create 

and fulfil this new model of the New Zealand artist. 
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