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FOREWORD

THIS EXHIBITION of the work of James Naim and
Edward Fristrom is a contribution to our series
on earlier periods of New Zealand painting. Both
Nairn and Fristrom are much neglected now, al-
though in their own time they were important
stimulators of the modern movement in this
country.

We must thank all those who have lent paint-
ings for this exhibition; their generosity will, we
hope, be rewarded by a renewed interest in these
two artists.

The catalogue has been prepared and written
by Mr Colin McCahon, Keeper of the Gallery.
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hibitor with this society. Both Oscar and Edward
were painters of the Australian aborigines. The
Queensland Museum owns one of Edward’s abo-
riginal studies.

In 1903 Edward Fristrom was painting in Auck-
land (Cat. Nos. 37, 38), and in 1904 was exhibit-
ing with the Auckland Society of Arts. His im-
pact on New Zealand painting was apparently
small and nothing seems to have been recorded
about either the man or his work, We cannot
even be sure that the influences we suspect we see
in other painters of this period do, in fact, stem
from Fristrom: they could more easily, and more
certainly do, derive from other sources. This
seems most probable when we consider the work
of the more adventurous New Zealand artists of
the time — Frances Hodgkins, Dorothy Kate
Richmond, Margaret Olrog Stoddart, Owen Mer-
ton and Alfred Walsh, to name but a few. A
peculiar variant of post-impressionist form and
colour are common to these and to other paint-
ers at this period. Also in Australia, such painters
as Sydney Long, Charles Conder, George Lam-
bert, used this same antipodean post-impression-
ism, with its symbolist overtones and its pre-
ponderantly pink and mauve shadows, blues, of-
ten acid greens and simplified forms, (There is a
nice story that Walter's early paintings always
had some pink in them as he could not resist the
colour (3).)

This was a period when no New Zealand, or
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Australian artist stayed at home. Both the aca-
demic and the adventurous fled to Europe: to
England (probably to Heatherly’s or to Norman
Garstin’s classes). But by far the largest number
went to Paris (to the Académie Julian). Euro-
pean visitors returned, and the International style
of the period, culled from European sources, was
adapted to suit a new landscape and light. Few,
if any, of these people were innovators, and Fris-
trom must be counted among them. He was a
practitioner of this particular new international-
ism in painting. But it is Fristrom’s rare simplic-
tiy, his vigour and freshness, that tend to remove
him from sharing the criticism Frances Hodgkins
made of Margaret Stoddart’s work, that it suffered
from too much teaching and theorising and had
lost its original ‘vigour and freshness’. («) The
overtones of symbolism found in Fristrom’s work
are in no way literary; his post-impressionism is
in no way theoretical.

It would now be fair to say of Nairn that he
too was not an innovator, but was practicing a
variant of an earlier international style when, in
1890, with his artistic equipage derived from
Scottish impressionism, he arrived in New Zea-
land,

Scottish impressionism began in the early eigh-
ties when a group of young men in Glasgow,
being out of sympathy with the techniques and
pictorial ideals then prevailing in Scotland,
turned to France for inspiration. Their techmque
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was based upon the representation of reality in
solid pigment, as opposed to the traditional sys-
tem of painting the darker passages transparently,
with impasto in the light. The former was the
technique of the French impressionist painters
and was not unique to the Scottish school al-
though the Scottish painters tended to paint in
a much lower key than the French impressionists.
It was this particular impressionism that Naim
introduced to New Zealand.

To paint the thing as one sees it was the text
of all that he taught, and he certainly saw all
that was beautiful in the New Zealand landscape,
whether it was the frosty dawns of his beloved
Silverstream, or the first rays of light stedling
across Wellington Harbour, or the blaze of noon
or broken sunlight through the trees. (s)

Nairn’s influence was exceedingly intense —
the outcome of his virile, dogmatic, almost ag-
gressive personality, Those he won, he won irresis-
tibly — and held. But Nairn’s authority was re-
stricted: it was centered in and about Wellington.
(e) Still, he had sown seeds, had sincere admirers
and many friends in art and outside it. There
was nlo-one in New Zealand who could take up
Nairn’s work where he laid it down. (7)

When Naim died he was described as ‘the
most brilliant artist in New Zealand. His land-
scapes are not microscopic studies of trees, hills
or plants — they are bits snatched out of the wide
open day, with light and air palpitating through
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the picture.” Naim was a ‘revolutionary’ in the
New Zealand scene, a lone Impressionist, aware
of light and colour among a visually unaware
and conservative community. That his direct
teaching seems now to have borne little tangible
result is an accident of time. The great exodus of
painters from New Zealand had begun. In
Europe, the post-impressionist and symbolist
painters had supplanted the impressionists. When
Nairn died the Fauves were becoming the avant-
garde of European art, and in New Zealand, post-
impressionism, often with symbolist overtones,
was providing a starting point for twentieth cent-
ury New Zealand painting.

COLIN MCCAHON






