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While opinions may differ as to the position occupied by Colin
McCahon in the development of New Zealand painting, there is
an ever-increasing circle of thought that places his work amongst
the most artistically significant being produced in this country
today. As a central figure in New Zealand painting he has prob-
ably been exposed to more abuse and more unqualified praise than
any other local painter. However, over the past few years a number
of people have been assessing his work with a more critical eye,
with a result that is much to his benefit. Interestingly, amongst
these must be included Clement Greenberg, the well-known
American art critic and writer, who commented favourably on
Colin McCahon's work and spoke well of McCahon's personal
conviction as a painter that has enabled him to pursue an inde-
pendent course without being overwhelmed by the winds of
change that frequently storm through the realm of art.

One problem of which Mr McCahon has sometimes spoken,
concerns the habit people frequently have of linking his name with
an older generation of New Zealand painters - something that
rarely happens to other painters, like William Sutton or Gordon
Walters for example, born about the same time as Colin McCahon.
He feels that this habit tends to crystalize his achievements into a
fixed position with his status as a painter too clearly defined and
labelled when, in fact, he considers himself to be relatively young
as painters go, in the sense that overseas most painters are in their
forties before they achieve any degree of sustained recognition,
and like most painters at this stage Mr McCahon considers that he
still has much to accomplish before his final goal as a painter is
reached.

It should also be mentioned that Colin McCahon was, from late
in 1953 to mid 1964, on the staff of the Auckland City Art Gallery
and for much of that time held the position of Keeper of the
Gallery.
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ALL THE PAINTINGS, DRAWINGS
& PRINTS BY COLIN MCCAHON
IN THE GALLERY'S COLLECTION

Mapua landscape 1939

Mapua landscape
Pen, ink and wash, 8 X io| ins
Inscribed on back: C. McCahon Mapua Landscape 1939.

This drawing shows Toss Woollaston's favourite landscape
with Wakefield's shed and the willow tree that appear in a
number of early Woollaston paintings. The drawing is one
of dozens that I did during the summer of 1938-9 when I
was living at Mapua. At the time my future wife Anne,
Doris Lusk, Elespie Forsyth, Patrick Hayman, Rodney
Kennedy and myself took over the Woollaston clay brick
house for the summer. Later Anne and I with Rodney
stayed on to earn some money apple picking.

In doing this drawing the lines were made with a piece
of grass stalk used in the same way as you use a pen while
the areas of tone came about by using my finger to spread
the ink while it was still slightly wet. You can see my
fingerprints on the drawings in several places. A few draw-
ings and a small portrait of Elespie (in the R. N. O'Reilly
collection) are all that now remain from this period.
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The Marys at the Tomb 1947
BOTTOM
Takaka - night and day 1948
BELOW
The Marys at the Tomb 1950

eluded my bed as well. Later it was finished in the dining
room where there was more space. Except for the three
large early Otago peninsular landscapes, this was the
largest painting I had tackled up till then. As far as the
general idea goes it is linked with another painting This is
the promised land, except that this also shows my hut in it.
The picture is in memory of my Nelson days although, in
fact, it does not have a great deal to do with the Takaka
Valley which is full of trees; mostly totara I think. The
actual valley as I saw it was like a geological diagram, only
overlaid with trees and farms. In my painting all this has
been swept aside in order to uncover the structure of the
land.

Anne and I were given a copy of Professor C. A. Cotton's
Geomorphology for a wedding present; this from a friend
who had seen the Otago Peninsular landscape. Cotton's
explicit and ordered drawing was, and still is, a very big
influence in my work.

The picture was presented to the Gallery by the Rutland
Group who had pooled their remaining funds to purchase
this before they finally closed down. It was out of this

group that my Auckland art classes grew.

The Marys at the Tomb
Oil on canvas31 x 41 ins
Inscribed: McCahon Jan-March 50

As with the North Canterbury landscape this painting was one
of the early presentations to the Gallery by the Auckland
Gallery Associates.

When I painted the picture I was living in Barbour Street,
Christchurch, but the actual subject of the picture relies
very much on my memory of the Otago landscape. This
was a Dunedin thing I particularly liked around Wakari,
especially with the trees as they are shown in the painting
sitting on the skyline as they do. No doubt all this landscape
profile has now vanished. The heads on the far right were
derived from drawings I had made during organ recitals
held in the Dunedin Town Hall on Sunday nights. The
particular prominent nose on the centre figure was an
attribute of a lady we knew in Mapua who had lots of
children and who also features in a large number of my
paintings. None of these paintings are attempts at port-
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North Canterbury landscape 1951
BOTTOM
Tryptich: On building bridges 1952
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many), now dispersed all round New Zealand. It was
painted the year I came to Auckland, or, to be more correct,
to live in Titirangi. I went in and out of Auckland on the
bus every day and the painting is done from the bus. Well,
not really from the bus, but at home, remembering how the
hills looked from the bus window as I went to work each
morning. That also explains the title. The view is towards
the lower reaches of the Waitakeres and shows them as they
were before being built up as they are now: a symbol of the
city's outer suburbs. The sky is rather interesting because
at the time I was particularly taken by the bouncy cloud
forms that were quite unlike anything that I had experienced
in the South. The pictures based on the Manukau Harbour
followed this series: in them I looked in the other direction,

away from Auckland.

Kauri

Wash drawing, 25 x 20 ins
Inscribed: McCahon June '54. Verso: June 1954 Kauri

This drawing is one amongst thousands of pictures I did of
Kauri trees. They include realistic drawings as well as ones
like this and there were also dozens of oil paintings. Many
of these, including this drawing, were the forerunners of a
lot that came later. At the time Louise Henderson and I
were going to have an exhibition together - I cannot
remember the exact circumstances for this but the exhibi-
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Towards Auckland 1953
LEFT BOTTOM

Kauri 1954
RIGHT TOP

Whale Beach II 1954
RIGHT BOTTOM

Titirangi 1956

tion never happened - and many of these Kauri drawings
were working towards this end. Having recently come
from Christchurch and living at French Bay, Titirangi,
Kauri trees dominated my work for quite some years.

Whale Beach II

Wash drawing, 22 x 30 ins
Inscribed: McCahon 'Sept 54 Whale Beach II

I did two versions of this picture: Whale Beach I and Whale
Beach II. The title is derived from a whale that was stranded

on a beach near Huia. Two of the rib-bones can still be seen
forming an archway for a shop in Huia. The curved shapes
in my picture are derived from the shape of the rib-bones
and to some extend were carried over into my Manukau

paintings of which these, I suppose, were the first. It should
be pointed out that the painting is not of the actual beach
but was done at the time when the whale was stranded. It is
more a case of the association of ideas. The whale was
finally blown up and dropped in pieces out with the tide.

Titirangi

Watercolour and gouache, 21 x 29 ins
Inscribed: McCahon Nov '56

This amazing view was what I saw when looking out of a
large window we had in our house. At the time I was very
much taken by the diagonals made by the trees in relation
to the window frame. Painted in gouache, it was done just
before the window was blocked up - that is, just before
one of my daughters threw a large pair of scissors through
the plate glass. My other daughter had wanted them and
there was an angry scene because of this. Unfortunately,

after this incident the landscape vanished for all time for I
could not afford to have the glass replaced.

The painting is painted in what I call my impressionistic
style. This later developed into the little squares technique
used in the Titirangi and French Bay series.


