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FOREWORD 
THIS EXHIBITION of contemporary Australian art is the second to be 

held in the Gallery but is much more comprehensive than the first. 

Australia has seen in the past few years a great surge in the creative 

activity of her painters and sculptors, which is reflected in the num­

ber of artists represented in this exhibition. 

The burden of selection and organisation of the exhibition has 

been carried by Mrs Mary Turner and Miss Treania Smith of the 

Macquarie Galleries, Sydney, to whom we are most grateful. We must 

also thank through them the many private owners and artists who 

have so generously lent works. We must also thank Mr James 

Gleeson, artist and critic, for his thoughtful introduction. 

This exhibition is the Gallery's contribution to the Auckland 

Festival 1960. 

P.A.T. 



INTRODUCTION 
TODAY WE LIVE in a world confronted with a range of problems that are uniquely the product of our 

own time, and we also carry the burden of all the unsolved problems of the past. 

Wherever we live, the problems that we have inherited and those we have created for ourselves 

are basically the same. 

So it has come about that artists, in their conscious or subconscious attempts to record the spirit 

of the time, have developed an international pictorial language, subtle and flexible enough to 

express the colour of individual thinking, yet capable of being understood by all who would take 

the trouble to do so, whether they live in Tokyo, Auckland or New York. 

The first waves of this new Internationalism reached Australia in the years between the wars and 

by 1938 the inaugural exhibition of the Contemporary Art Society showed that all the major develop­

ments in Europe were being understood and applied by Australian painters. 

The war did not halt the process, but in the years that followed it, the movement proliferated and 

flowered with a richness and complexity that has bewildered some, surprised many, and delighted 

all who have understood the logic of the process. 

Inevitably the question must be asked . . . 'Has Australia sacrificed its chances of developing a 

National Culture by its lively responses to Internationalism?' 

To my mind the answer is ' No.' 

It would be a superficial point of view that would describe a painting as being Australian in 

character simply because it depicted a characteristically Australian scene. Canaletto and Monet 

painted pictures of the Thames, but they remained obstinately un-English. 

The essential element in a National Style is not the subject matter, but a certain spirit that is 

embodied in the work, and that spirit can make itself felt in Abstract Art as clearly as in a landscape. 

John Olsen's abstracts are no less Australian than the landscapes of Sidney Nolan and Russell 

Drysdale; or, to put it another way, Nolan's and Drysdale's landscapes are no less international than 

Olsen's abstracts. 

Both Nolan and Drysdale began their careers with a close study of the principles of Abstract 

Art, and their subsequent work gained strength from this discipline. 

The success that these two artists have achieved abroad may be attributed pardy to the fact that 
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in their paintings of the Australian Desert they express an emotion that can be instantly under­

stood by European, British and American alike, for the desert has become a symbol of man's inner 

loneliness and sense of isolation. 

They did not originate the Cult of the Desert. T. S. Eliot had already established it as a potent 

symbol in The Waste Land, published in 1922, and it had featured prominendy in the paintings 

of the Surrealists and the Neo-Romantics. But they have given the symbol the piquancy of a strange 

but real setting and have expressed themselves with originality, character and force. 

Almost all the artists in this exhibition have been influenced to a greater or lesser degree by 

trends in Europe and America. This is the inevitable result of living in a world of quick communi­

cation and rapid transport. The printed word and the techniques of reproducing images have 

cemented countries together in a manner similar to the cohesive effects of Christianity before the 

Reformation. 

At one time almost the whole of Western Europe built its cathedrals in the Gothic style, yet 

English Gothic is quite distinct from the French, Italian, Spanish or German forms. 

The truth is, that once a country has developed characteristics peculiar to itself they will become 

apparent in whatever form or medium its artists choose to adopt. 

The 1950s have seen a burst of creative energy in the field of painting that is without a parallel 

in this country. 

For the first time it is becoming possible to identify a set of qualities that appear so consistently 

throughout the work that we may be justified in interpreting them as an expression of a specifically 

Australian point of view. 

Outside observers have frequently commented on the vigour of Australian painting, though it is 

honest to point out that this vigour is often accompanied by a tendency to regard finess and polish 

as weaknesses. We do not appear to have that instinct for the proper limits of painting that gives 

French Art its unfailing sense of Tightness. 

The discerning critic will detect a certain toughness of mind that can be mistaken for cynicism. 

He will notice a preference for colours that are more often astringent than voluptuous in their 

relationships; he will observe the frequency of minor-key statements, and mark the general dislike 

of grandiloquence and the suspicion that even eloquence itself is not above suspicion. 

Above all he will be conscious of a spirit of adventure and in this quality he will find exciting 

promise for the future of Australian Painting. 

J A M E S G L E E S O N 
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