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1969: EDITORIAL

Earlier this year a National Development Conference of New
Zealand was called by the Government to consider possible broad
aims for the country's future development, and although the
emphasis was naturally on economic planning, aspects of cultural
activities were also suggested for consideration, even if this topic
was added as an eleventh-hour decision. A Social and Cultural
Committee was appointed by the Conference Steering Committee,
and amongst the terms of reference were: (i) Consider the concept
of'quality of life' and the elements which, in total, are conducive
to the attainment of a fuller social and cultural environment com-
plementary to the material and economic targets. (2) Identify the
problems associated with the attainment of a desirable social and
cultural environment taking into account the limitations imposed
by cost and the availability of resources. (3) Examine the measures,
organizational machinery, and policies for dealing with such
problems. (4) Consider and examine, among other things, the
cultural needs of metropolitan areas, rural areas, and smaller towns.

In May, at the Conference's Second Plenary Session, the Social
and Cultural Committee recommended an investigation of ways
to provide better cultural services and facilities in the community.
This should include: (a) More support and encouragement for the
inventive artist, (b) The possibility of re-establishing a service for
smaller centres similar to the Community Arts Service, (c) How
young people's cultural interests can be maintained after they leave
school, (d) The pooling of resources by cultural organizations at
the local level, (c) The use of school buildings for community
cultural centres.

A co-ordinating committee for cultural activities should be set
up. The committee believes it is necessary to have a body which
surveys the arts and the cultural aspects of adult education and
recreation. It should keep in touch with developments, encourage .
desirable trends, and advise Government. In particular such a body
should look at: (a) The need to establish an institution to provide
advanced training over the whole range of the arts, (b) The
cultural needs of the individual and of the nation and their eco-
nomic implications, (c) The problems of patronage and support of
the arts in a small democracy, (d) The need for a permanent co-
ordinating and planning body for all cultural agencies.
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G. P. Nerli
Dunedin
1896Signor NERLI

the painter

Little more than a decade ago Nerli's reputation largely
rested on his association with either Charles Conder or
Frances Hodgkins, both of whom it is said were influenced
by him early in their careers as painters. This view is being
modified so that Nerli, as an individual painter, is now
coming into his own with some significance within the
context of New Zealand painting, and to a lesser extent,
Australian painting. Certain facts about Nerli's life can be
stated with assurance to which some hearsay information
can be added, but as for a complete record of his life and
work, much remains uncertain or unknown. Even his
Christian names raise problems, for in Art Gallery catalogues
in Australia and New Zealand, he is referred to in a variety
of ways; sometimes (to give the two fullest versions) as the
Marchese Girolamo Ballatti Nerli or at other times as

Girolamo Pieri Nerli. His method of signing his paintings
does not help us greatly in this matter, but there is the possi-
bility that he had three or four Christian names and simply
modified his use of them as he saw fit. Nerli is reported by
William Moore as saying that he preferred simply to be
called Signer Nerli because the title Marchese would be
inappropriate 'in a new country and in an atmosphere of
hard work'.1 Also, it would appear that to his friends and
acquaintances he was known simply as Jack.

Girolamo Nerli was born in the Palazzo Pieri Pecci,
Siena, 1863. His father, an Italian nobleman, belonged to an
old Tuscan family whose lineage dated back to the four-
teenth century. His mother was of English descent, the

1 William Moore The Story of Australian art Sydney, 1934. 2 vols.
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knowing who had painted it, the trend, almost a mania, for
anything historical is only too evident. During the latter
period of the nineteenth century the concern over history
was like a fever, and for the painter it implied not just his-
torical subjects but also careful and accurate attention to
period costume, setting and other details, while institutions
saw it as a need for historical archives, universities regarded
it as an essential requirement for academic study and in
schools and colleges essays on historical events were regu-
larly submitted for competition prizes. Too often history
became a matter of detail divorced from human affairs; a
series of disconnected events that had become lifeless.

As a painting like A Bacchanalian Orgie illustrates, Nerli
did not entirely escape the fashion for historical subjects, but
any interest he did have along these lines was subsidiary to
his main intentions. Nerli's choice of such subjects may

6 Quoted from Dario Durbe Macchiaioli in Encyclopedia of world art
McGraw-Hill, 1964. Vol 9, col 364.

Woman with turkeys
Oil, 24 X 36 ins

reflect the influence of his teacher Ciseri, but from a stylistic
viewpoint his method of painting is much wider in outlook.
By the time Nerli was at the Academy the ideas inherent in
the Macchiaioli movement would probably have been
acceptable to the students, or at least the more lively amongst
them. When applied in a general way to Nerli's paintings
the statement by Adriano Cecioni on the Macchiaioli's
technique has some relevance: 'The truth is born of spots of
colour and of light and dark values, each of which has an
effect of its own that is measured by means of its relation-
ships. In each spot this relationship is double - as value and
as hue. When one says that the colour is right in hue but
not in value, it means that it is too light in respect to the
other tones. For example, in the hue scale, yellow has a
greater value than white. But in the scale of light and dark
its value may be lower, if the white is in the shade and
serves as a background to a sunlit yellow. The colour never
changes; the light has the property of altering i t . . . because
shade does not act like a cloth but like a veil.'6 Something
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effect of Julian Ashton's and Nerli's paintings on Conder
have receded to that of secondary importance. While it is
known that Conder owned a painting by Nerli, the extent
of their friendship is far from certain and may not have gone
much beyond that of acquaintance. Any direct influence
that Nerli did have on Conder appears to have been short
lived and seems to be confined to the period after Conder
had met Roberts late in 1887 and his going to Melbourne
in October 1888, although it did linger on in some of
Conder's paintings done in Melbourne. One work fre-

11 Conder's The Departure of the S.S. Orient, Streeton's Redfern
Station and Nerli's Street scene on a rainy night are all reproduced
on p26—7 in Brian Finemore Australian Impressionists Longmans
1968.

Portrait of a boy
Pastel, 2 9 X 2 1 ins

quently cited as showing clear evidence of Nerli's influence
is The Departure of the S.S. Orient, painted by Conder in
1888, and usually linked on subject and stylistic grounds,
just as another work, How we lost poor Flossie 1889, is linked
with Nerli's paintings of wet evening scenes with their
watery reflections of the street gas-lamps and pedestrians.
A similar influence suggests itself in Arthur Streeton's
Redfern Station, a work painted in 1893.11

In all probability Nerli's influence on Conder and other
Australian painters was not so much a direct stylistic one,
but came from the idea of reducing a painting to broad
effects through the elimination of all unnecessary detail. In
this respect he was more rigorous than Roberts whose brand
of 'impressionism' was tempered with the realism associated
with Jules Bastien-Lapage, a French painter with consider-
able standing amongst the painters of the period. It is
obvious that the distinction Roberts and Conder made
between the 'sketch' and a 'finished' painting seemed im-
material to Nerli. It is therefore not surprising to find news-
paper critics referring to Nerli's street scenes as 'impressions'.
However, in the realm of colour Nerli's work appears
sombre in comparison to the higher keyed colour preferred
by most of the Australian Impressionists. In the strictest
sense this style was not that of the French Impressionists but
was a composite style that was more inclined towards
French Realism modified by what Australians thought
Impressionism's play of light and colour should be, and, as
is clearly seen in Conder's work, a touch of the post-
impressionists' disposition towards the use of lineal elements
that do more than just separate one image from another.
Although plein-air painting was practised in Australia before
Nerli's arrival, his particular procedure resulted in a greater
feeling of immediacy than had hitherto been used by
Australian painters, and it is likely that he may have pre-
pared the way for Tom Roberts' more persuasive, doc-
trinaire approach.

If Nerli was to later make derogatory remarks about
landscape painting, this disrespect is not evident in the work
he did in Australia, for his output seems to have been fairly
equally divided between landscapes and portraits. One of
the paintings that helped to establish his reputation as a
portraitist was Boheme: a portrait of A. Dattilo-Rubbo, a
person who was to have an important influence on artistic
life in Sydney. Amongst Nerli's admirers in Sydney was
J. F. Archibald, whose radical weekly, the Bulletin, con-
tained regular contributions from some of the best black
and white artists in Sydney, including Phil May and David
Low. At Archibald's insistence Nerli painted a portrait of
Myra Kemble, a well-known theatrical personality, a
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evidently a clever colourist and draughtsman.'16

Nerli's movements during 1890, 1891 and the first half
of 1892 are uncertain and although several writers state that
he was in Dunedin throughout this period there are good
reasons to suspect that much of this period was, in fact,
spent in Sydney.17

16 H. V. Miller A century of art in Otago Wellington [1950] piy.
Unfortunately no source references are given in this book.

17 The main source for the belief that Nerli was in Dunedin during
the whole of 1890, 1891 and the early part of 1892 seems to be
based mainly on A. H. O'Keeffe's comment (see note 15). How-
ever, O'Keeffe was recalling events that happened nearly fifty
years earlier, and as his reference to Nerli's portrait of R. L.
Stevenson suggests, no clear demarcation is made between each
event for all are run into one narrative as if they happened about
the same time. In reading the account given by Moore (see note i)
the implications suggest that Nerli went to Apia from Sydney.

18 Quoted by William Moore, see note I. Moore also gives further
details about Nerli's portraits of R. L. Stevenson.

In August 1892 Nerli sailed for Samoa. A brief account
of this visit was given by the Marchesa sometime after
Nerli's death. 'On reaching Apia,' she writes, 'my husband
immediately presented his letters of introduction to Robert
Louis Stevenson, who received him with great cordiality.
The two men soon became friends, and, with the conni-
vance of Mrs Stevenson, Nerli was able to secure twenty-
seven sittings for the life-size bust portraits in oil, pastel, and
charcoal, which he made of the celebrated author. "Well,
Nerli, your victim is ready," said Stevenson, as he sat for
the first portrait, Mrs Stevenson with ready tongue reply-
ing, "With such a sitter, the victim is the artist." When the
three portraits were finished the author remarked, "The oil
represents me as I am, the pastel as I would like to be."
Nerli met Stevenson again during the latter's visit to
Sydney, and accepted an invitation to pay another visit in
order to paint a portrait of Mrs Stevenson. But death
intervened and the two men never saw each other again.'18

New Zealand and South Seas International Exhibition, Dunedin, 1889-1890 Photo: Hocken Library, Dunedin
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Stevenson, to commemorate the ordeal of having to sit for
Nerli, wrote in the painter's autograph book the following
light-hearted verse:

Did ever mortal man hear tell of sac singular a ferlie,
As the coming to Apia here of the painter, Mr Nerli?
He cam; and Oh, for a hunner pound, of a' he was the pearlie,
The pearl of a' the painter folk was surely Mr Nerli.
He took a thraw to paint mysel', he painted late and early;
Oh wow! the mony a yawn I've yawned in the beard of Mr Nerli.
Whiles I would sleep and whiles would wake, and whiles was

mair than surly,
I wonder sair, as I sair there fornenst the eyes of Nerli,
O will he paint me the way I want as bonny as a girlie,
Or will he paint me an ugly tyke, and be damned to Mr Nerli.'
But still and on and whichever it is he is a canty Kerlie.
The Lord protect the back and neck of honest Mr Nerli.

Vailima, Samoa, September, 1892.19

The visit to Sydney by Robert Louis Stevenson referred to
by the Marchesa Nerli, and at which time Nerli met the
writer once again, occurred during December 1892.

Sometime before June 1893 Nerli was again in Dunedin.
With him he had one of his portraits of Stevenson which
O'Keeffe said 'went begging for .£8 in Dunedin'.20 As a
means of earning a living Nerli opened his studio to private
pupils and amongst the first to avail themselves of these
lessons were Frances Hodgkins and two of her friends,
'Lulu' Roberts and 'Peep' Gibson. In writing to her sister
Isabel, Frances Hodgkins states that she wanted 'to make
the most of Nerli's lessons' and that 'Nerli has been most
awfully good to me and gives me an extra lesson on Satur-
days at his studio'.21

Although Frances Hodgkins had reached her mid-twenties,
her work up to this time was amateurish, but after her first
contacts with Nerli her watercolours begin to show some
glimmerings of what is meant by composition and tech-
nique. Another painter who studied under Nerli, probably
from about this time, was Grace Joel. Nerli also began a life
class - a somewhat daring enterprise for the period - which
was apparently confined to men, amongst whom were
William M. Hodgkins and Dr J. H. Scott. In a letter to her
sister, Frances Hodgkins reports that 'Mrs Scott showed me
Dr S's drawings from the nude model today, they were
hidden at the back of her wardrobe; they are very good
indeed and very modest'.22

Later in 1893, during November, Nerli exhibited with
the Otago Art Society. The reviewer in the Otago Daily
Times noted that 'Attention is at once arrested, and natur-
ally arrested by a portrait, by Signor Nerli, of a lady well
known in society circles in this city, though she is no longer
a resident of Dunedin. This work, which is three-quarter-
length and life-size, occupies what may be considered the




