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Introduction





I


Families are societies in miniature. Generation by generation they cling to the hope that they might function more smoothly than society in general, but the small scale which seems to make this possible is often the means by which their efforts are thwarted. Opportunities for understanding breed a desire for discretion; similarities provoke jealousies; and differences create incomprehension. The instinct for coherence and harmony is repeatedly sabotaged by the wish for variety and change – a wish which is fired as much by intrinsic domestic tensions as it is by developments in the world at large. The difficulties thus created form a truth which can be universally acknowledged: rows and restlessness are inseparable from tenderness and the yearning for stability.


Philip Larkin, in his poem ‘This Be The Verse’, makes the point with famous bluntness. ‘They fuck you up, your Mum and Dad’, he begins, speaking for children who realise that parents visit on their offsprings’ heads the things which they suffered themselves when young. Unhappy families, Larkin goes on to say, are unhappy at least in part because their consciences prevent them from readily pinning blame on each other. They cannot easily make an assuaging condemnation, but must settle, instead, for distress which can only be ended by refusing even the possibility of improvement:






Man hands on misery to man.


   It deepens like a coastal shelf.


Get out as early as you can,


   And don’t have any kids yourself.








The Lambert family conforms closely to Larkin’s fatalistic model. Although its several generations spent comparatively little of their short lives in each other’s company, each child inherited – and exacerbated – the conditions and characteristics which had blighted his parents. If their story were simply an account of accumulating misery and early death, it would hardly be worth extended treatment. In fact, their unhappiness was an inspiration and a controlling energy. The qualities which made them feckless and unreliable at home made them inventive and exciting away from it, and thrust them into the front rank of the various artistic and social worlds to which they aspired.


George Washington Lambert (1873–1930) was born in St Petersburg, Russia, of an American father, and after a peripatetic childhood which included a period working as a jackaroo in the outback of New South Wales, became the most famous Australian painter of his day. During his time in London in the early years of this century he was acknowledged to be one of the leading lights of the belle époque, and as an Official War Artist in Palestine and Gallipoli during the First World War he recorded the heroism and suffering of the Australian Imperial Forces more memorably than any of his contemporaries. During his final decade in Sydney in the 1920s he became the keeper of Australia’s artistic conscience.


George’s elder son Maurice (1901–64) became a distinguished sculptor and R.A., although his achievement does not make him worthy to be considered here in the same detail as other members of his family. George’s younger son Constant (1905–51) became one of England’s most important twentieth-century composers and conductors, and a pioneering exponent of jazz techniques. When only twenty-one he was commissioned by Diaghilev to write a ballet for the Ballets Russes, and later, as musical director of the Sadler’s Wells Ballet, he did more than all but a handful of others to establish and cultivate the tradition of dance in England. His fame as a wit and bon viveur matched his celebrity as a musician. Amusing, hard-drinking and iconoclastic (Anthony Powell used him as the model for Hugh Moreland in A Dance to the Music of Time), he was a central figure in Fitzrovian London, and its most articulate arbiter of taste.


Constant’s son Kit (1935–81), after a chaotic early life – which included, among several bizarre episodes, a disastrous attempt to travel down the longest undescended river in the world, in Brazil – discovered and then managed one of the most successful bands in the history of rock and roll: The Who. He founded the first influential independent record label, Track; was Pete Townshend’s ‘Svengali’; owned a Palazzo in Venice; and spent ten years on heroin. His life dramatically crystallised the Lamberts’ ability to create sensational achievements and astonishing catastrophes.


Anyone contemplating the extraordinary lives of these three men, and their extraordinary achievements, is bound to ask themselves why the family is not better known. The question is easiest to answer when applied to Kit. The work that he did to create The Who was prodigiously successful, but it is the fate of rock and roll managers to attract less attention than performers. Indeed, it was an essential part of Kit’s function to make the members of his band seem autonomous, rather than dependent on his manipulation and promotion. Although the rock and roll fraternity have always acknowledged his importance, it has not been widely recognised by the public at large. For the fame that he brought The Who, for the help that he gave Pete Townshend, and for the drama of his life, Kit deserves to be as much of a household name as Brian Epstein.


Constant and George have fallen into relative obscurity for more complicated reasons. As far as Constant is concerned, there is – as there is for Kit – at least one practical explanation. The enormously influential work that he did for English ballet (as a conductor, arranger and musical director) has dropped from sight as repertoires have changed and the generation of dancers who knew him have retired or died. Like Kit, he has paid the price for being ‘a figure behind the scenes’. His fame as a composer, too, has declined steadily since the 1930s and is now eclipsed – among English musicians – by William Walton, Benjamin Britten and Michael Tippett. Why this should have happened is discussed in the following pages – but it is worth saying at the outset that his fate is not a just one. Constant was not a great composer, but he was pioneering and influential. His music brilliantly distilled the chic, jazzy, metropolitan mood of England in the 1920s and 1930s. In doing so it brought him celebrity among his contemporaries, and condemned him to suffer neglect when times and tastes changed. Now, with the benefit of a long historical perspective, we are able to evaluate his work more objectively, and to give him the praise that he earned.


George’s fall from the public eye is more spectacular than his son’s and grandson’s. In England, at least, the reasons are not hard to find: very few of his paintings survive here, and those that do are in private collections. In Australia, where a great deal of his work is on permanent display in major galleries, his neglect has more to do with matters of contemporary artistic opinion than his intrinsic qualities. Since George’s death, Australian art critics have tended to favour modernist, abstract works, and to frown on representational ‘old-fashioned’ ones. George typifies all that is disparaged: his paintings are academic, patrician and European in their references. He was no more a great artist than Constant was a great composer, but he was both a better and a different painter than his existing reputation suggests.


Critical reappraisal, then, is one of the principal justifications for this book. Other justifications are of a more obviously human kind. In their day, George, Constant and Kit were greatly admired for their wit and theatrical flair, and greatly pitied for their self-destructiveness and tragically early deaths. The comedy and drama of their lives – and their sadness – deserve to be remembered. Furthermore, the careers of all three men shed a clear light on their fascinating times and their (often famous) contemporaries. To investigate the family is to contemplate a compelling human document and to watch the evolution of most of the major arts through the course of this century. The Lamberts themselves took pride in being able to talk knowledgeably about arts other than the one which occupied them most, and anyone telling their history has to encompass a huge range of reference. Admitting this is a way of paying tribute to their diversity, and so is recognising the other difficulties of doing them justice. As well as illustrating with great clarity the fact that most families are tangled networks of loyalty, deceit, contradiction and love, the Lamberts scattered themselves (and therefore information about themselves) energetically around the world, and also helped to shape – and fell victim to – enormously different social, cultural and individual pressures.


These pressures produce at least two paradoxes which are crucial to the biographer. The first concerns the women in the Lamberts’ story, and George’s wife, Amy (1872–1964) in particular. She was expected by her husband to play as self-denying a role as other women of her age and class, but was lured by George’s professional and emotional demands into a life which was neither entirely subservient nor fully independent. As her years advanced, shifting attitudes loosened but did not completely dissolve her constraints. Denied a self-contained function in the wider world, she could only strengthen her voice within the family: the submissive wife became a domineering mother and finally a well-meaning but iron-willed grandmother. These roles never allowed her part in the family’s achievements to be properly acknowledged. As a result, the story of George’s, Constant’s and Kit’s success always seemed to revolve, as it seems to still, round someone they were anxious to keep hidden or actually to escape. The Lamberts is a book about men, but one held together by the lives of women who were allowed to show little sign or to leave much evidence of their own importance.


The other paradox is more humdrum. In a narrative which covers as much ground and time as this one, it would be reasonable to suppose that its facts might be more easily determined as it approaches the present. The reverse is true. George, because he was celebrated and because he spent considerable amounts of time away from home, was written about a great deal and also kept up a voluminous correspondence with his wife. Large quantities of information about him survive. Kit, on the other hand, wrote very few letters (most of which have disappeared), communicated almost entirely by telephone, and was, anyway, debilitated by drugs and drink for much of his final decade. It is a curious feature of the family, and of the ages through which it lived, that its recent history is, in certain respects, more obscure than its remote past.


II


Beyond George is silence of quite another sort from that which enveloped Kit’s last years. It is still possible to establish the sequence and circumstances of Kit’s life, even at its most shambolic, by interviewing his friends and associates. But the lives of his distant forebears are undeviatingly fugitive and enjoy only a flickering, intermittent career in records offices and family archives. George – who was born in 1873 shortly after his father’s death – kept so nearly absolute a silence about his background that it is hard not to suspect indifference or even embarrassment. He did once admit that ‘some of my ancestors came from Scandinavia, via the north of England’, but he took no concerted interest in establishing a precise pedigree.


This is understandable, in view of the fact that the origins of the name ‘Lambert’ are confusingly diverse. As ‘Lambeth’, ‘Lambard’, ‘Lamburd’, ‘Lamberth’ and ‘Lambert’ it is found throughout Scandinavia, England, France and Germany. In its several forms, the name is still ubiquitous in all these countries, and by the early eighteenth century it was common in America too, introduced there by numerous early settlers. It was during the eighteenth century that George’s branch of the family emigrated to America from their home near Halifax, Yorkshire, for reasons that can no longer be definitely established. But since we know that they settled near the port of Baltimore, in Maryland, it is easy to imagine that they were attracted by the district’s opportunities for trade. Their interests and their names are lost to us now; it is only in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, with the marriage of Cornelius Lambert to Rosa Smith that the picture begins to clarify. (Kit, a devotee of the Babar stories, would have enjoyed his great-great-grandfather’s name, had he known it.)


Cornelius and Rosa had five children. The eldest, George Washington (Senior) was born in 1833 and christened to prove that the family were good citizens of the new world in general (the year of his birth was the centenary of George Washington’s birth), and of Maryland in particular: Baltimore has a large statue of Washington at its centre. Like his brother William and his sisters, Elizabeth, Emma (who died aged sixteen) and Rosa, George remains a shadowy figure until his early manhood. The district in which he lived gave him an ample choice of careers. Although the family seems to have been brought up in the small town of New Windsor (population then 400) in Carroll County, Baltimore was only twenty-eight miles away and therefore within comparatively easy reach of international news (via the port) and sophisticated urban pleasures. When Fanny Trollope visited Baltimore in the mid-century, she found




one of the handsomest cities to approach in the Union. The noble column erected to the memory of Washington, and the Catholic cathedral, with its beautiful dome, being built on a commanding eminence, are seen at a great distance. As you draw nearer, many other domes and towers become visible, and as you enter Baltimore Street, you feel that you are arrived in a handsome and populous city.





Baltimore’s prestige depended largely on its status as a railway town. The Baltimore and Ohio Railroad was the first chartered and fully organised railroad company in America, was incorporated by an act of the Maryland legislature on 28 February 1827, and completed its first connecting line with the capital, Washington, in 1835. Once this initial structure had been created, and its value proven, expansion followed very speedily. The Western Maryland Railroad, for instance, also connecting Baltimore with Washington, was chartered in January 1852, and reached the Potomac River in 1873. So fast and furious was the company’s growth – there were 8,590 miles of rail laid in America by 1850, 30,794 miles by 1860 – that had it not been restrained during the Presidency of John W. Garrett, and stabilised by its usefulness in the Civil War, its extent would have disastrously outstripped the demands made on it.


The effect of the railroad was dynamic. George Lambert, according to company records, was one of thousands to be attracted by the opportunities it offered for work and adventure. By 1855, when he was twenty-three, he had moved from New Windsor to Baltimore, and was enrolled with the Baltimore and Ohio as a machinist (that is, working in the shop, not on the track) for a wage of $1.72 a day. The city archives give no indication of his accommodation, and while he must have spent most of his time in Baltimore itself, he also had good reasons for returning regularly to New Windsor. The registration of his first marriage, to Mary M. Harman on 20 October 1859, tells us that he still considered New Windsor his home.


George’s marriage, like his employment by the Baltimore and Ohio, are isolated rocks of fact in a sea of supposition. Except that Mary died young we know nothing about her, just as we can glean no hint of George’s work or personality from the records of the Baltimore and Ohio. It is not until the outbreak of the Civil War that he is again caught up in a bureaucracy which gives some clear shape to his career. Baltimore’s role in the Civil War was uniquely important, partly because its railways provided an essential means of transport and partly because its geographical and trading position put it exactly and vulnerably on a line between the conflicting interests of north and south. The state itself, and many individual families, were painfully divided in their loyalties. The Lamberts were no exception. George’s brother William declared for the Confederates and became a private in K Company of the First Virginia Cavalry; George himself was mustered into I Company of the (Unionist) Coles Independent Maryland Cavalry on 22 March 1864, by a Captain Offley, in Baltimore. There is no explanation as to why he was enrolled so late in the war – his eventual enlistment was probably a response to the President’s appeal for 500,000 new recruits on 1 February 1864 – and only the obvious geographical reason for his joining Coles Cavalry: it was comprised entirely of men from his neighbourhood, among them, no doubt, some of his friends and relations (a Sergeant Adam Lambert was mustered the day after George).


Coles Cavalry had a distinguished record. It had been formed under its commanding. officer, Henry A. Cole, in August and November 1861, and three years later its initial composition of three companies (which had served as a battalion) was expanded to twelve. Shortly after George joined, the Cavalry – in which every man was mounted – joined General David Hunter at Piedmont, Virginia, on 5 June and won what its official historian called a ‘splendid victory’. A month later, after a series of skirmishes, Cole’s men encountered troops advancing under the command of the Confederate General Early, who was attempting to capture Washington, and retreated to the Kanawha Valley. When they were joined by the Sixth and Nineteenth Army Corps, they engaged and defeated Early’s men and pursued them southwards. As soon as victory seemed secure, the Sixth and Nineteenth Army Corps returned to Washington, leaving Coles Cavalry with the Army of West Virginia at Winchester. In July they weathered several fresh attacks by Early’s troops, and were compelled to retreat the following month under heavy shelling into the Blue Ridge Mountains. When Early was eventually seen off by General Sheridan’s forces, Coles Cavalry moved – in the mid-winter of 1864 – to Western Virginia for duty against General John Moshy’s Partisans, where they served until the end of the war.


Army records give only the simplest outline of the careers of lowly soldiers, and it is impossible to do more than infer most of George’s activities in the war. But even the sketchiest historical records differ radically from the stories later told by his family. Both Constant and Kit were wont to say that George had a successful military career, and fought at the battle of Gettysburg. In fact George was enlisted eight months after Gettysburg, and the surviving details of his service life are comically unglamorous. At his mustering in as a corporal on 22 March 1864, he is described as a blue-eyed, fair-complexioned, sandy-haired, five foot seven-and-a-half inch tall ‘bricklayer’ (this was a mis-transcription of ‘bridgelayer’ which is the correct occupation given at his mustering out). Subsequent references to him paint a picture of disobedience which would have appealed strongly to his great-grandson. On 12 April 1864 he was ‘reduced to ranks’, on 30 April he was simply ‘present’, on 1 May he was again ‘reduced to ranks’, and on 15 September, at Sandy Hook, he deserted – only to be arrested a week later at Frederick. At his mustering out, on 28 June 1865, he was ‘considered a straggler’.


Clearly George was a reluctant soldier, but as soon as the Civil War ended he returned to his job with the Baltimore and Ohio, where his career prospered. Constant and Kit were to boast that they were descended from the inventor of ‘the Lambert Shoe’ (a brake for trains) and ‘the Lambert Wet Sander’ — the stories varied. If George did indeed have a hand in developing a new braking system, it was likely to have been the Westinghouse automatic air brake, which was worked by a steam pump mounted on the locomotive – likely because the company which pioneered it had offices not only in America but in St Petersburg, where George spent the last years of his life.


Compared to England and America, Russia was slow to develop a railway system, and looked to foreign examples for ideas and assistance. The Baltimore and Ohio was intimately involved. In 1828 in Baltimore the engineer Ross Winans had devised a truck axle which, by moving with the wheels, dramatically reduced friction and improved performance. The Russian ambassador to Washington, Baron Krudener, was so impressed that he sent a model of one of Winans’ new trucks to the Czar in St Petersburg, with the result that Winans’ sons Thomas and William – also engineers – were invited to superintend the installation of the earliest Russian railways. Their first task was to build the line connecting St Petersburg to Moscow, and to do this they brought with them a large number of Americans to staff the locomotive works. (By a pleasing coincidence – in view of the fact that George’s son, the painter, was to be born in St Petersburg – the American appointed to manage their operation was James McNeill Whistler’s father.)


Once Russia had decided to develop railways at all, it did so with the same zeal that other countries had already shown. In the state factory near St Petersburg Whistler oversaw the production of 162 twenty-five ton engines, 2,500 freight cars and 70 passenger cars in the first years of his incumbency. The St Petersburg to Moscow line opened in 1851, only ten years after the commission to study its feasibility had been set up, and it immediately became the model for one of the largest national rail networks in the world. By the late 1870s, fifty-three independent Russian railway companies were in operation.


It is impossible to establish the exact date of George’s departure for Russia. We know only that he went to St Petersburg in the late 1860s, as part of the Baltimore and Ohio contingent, and that his freedom to do so was increased by the death in Baltimore of his first wife. They had no children. The city he encountered on arrival was a romantic contrast of hardship and elegance. It was cold, isolated and damp – it had been built by Peter the Great on a swamp – and was subject to disastrous flooding by the River Neva. It could pride itself on being a city designed to display an emperor in the most resplendent fashion – it was the court capital and the Czar was based there – and yet could also seem dauntingly crude. Even by the end of the century, its luxuries were notoriously compromised. Lord Frederick Hamilton, an English diplomat stationed there shortly before the Revolution, wrote:




I had pictured St Petersburg to myself as a second Paris, a city glittering with light and colour, but conceived on an infinitely more grandiose scale … The atrociously uneven pavements, the general untidiness, the broad thoroughfares empty except for a lumbering cart or two, the absence of foot passengers, and the low cotton wool sky, all this gave the effect of unutterable dreariness.





George’s time in St Petersburg coincided with the beginning of the outstanding period for Russian railway building. Between 1866 and 1900 the extent of common carrier rail increased from 5,000 kilometres to 53,200 kilometres – the most intense activity being between 1866 and 1877. In these eleven years 19,000 kilometres of track were built, most of them radiating from St Petersburg, Moscow, or the grain areas. George, as an engineer, would have spent a certain amount of his time in the St Petersburg factories, but the few glimpses of him that history now gives us also suggest that his job allowed him to travel a good deal – round Russia to supervise developments, and to England on several occasions to consult engineers. He also seems to have made the most of his free time: a distant collateral relative, living in America, still has a permit granting George the right to hunt on the estate of a Russian prince outside St Petersburg-where his experiences in a cavalry regiment presumably stood him in good stead. We also know that the various organisations involved in building the railways formed a coherent and mutually supportive community, and that among this community George met his second wife, Annie, the only child of Thomas Firth, an engineer from Yorkshire, who was the head of an English construction company in St Petersburg.


Annie Firth was only twenty when she married George in 1868 (he was thirty-five) and the five years of their life together seem to have allowed her little time for more than having babies and looking after them. She had three daughters in quick succession (Rose, Elizabeth and Sadie), and then, on 13 September 1873, a son, christened George Washington Thomas. The boy’s names were chosen not simply to honour his father, but to commemorate him. Two months earlier, in July, George Washington Lambert senior had died of heart failure while on a visit to London with his wife. Several years later, when Annie wrote to one of his sisters to commiserate about the death of his mother, she dovetailed the two scenes: ‘I could too well realise how great was her suffering and how you all must have suffered to see hers for it was just like poor George’s last sufferings no rest day or night from pain and shortness of breath. I trust dear mother’s final struggle with mortality was as quiet as her poor dear boy’s.’ George was buried in Brompton Cemetery, where his headstone records only the barest facts of his life: ‘Sacred to the Memory of George Washington Lambert, of Baltimore, USA, who died in London 25 July 1873, aged 40 years.’


Short as it was, and obscure as it has become, George’s life anticipated several of the interests and characteristics which were adopted or adapted by his descendants. His skill as an engineer, for instance, was to be transmuted into a passion for artistic technique, and his truculence as a soldier was developed – particularly by Kit – into a hatred of conformity and regulation. These things alone are sufficient justification for beginning a story of definite achievements with an account of a life which has to depend greatly on guesswork for its surviving shape. Although we can now only see George darkly, he is clear enough to seem a suitable and sympathetic founding father of an extraordinary dynasty. Like his son, grandson and great-grandson, he was adventurous in his ideas and his travels, wide ranging in his experience, and rebellious in his individuality. Moreover, his work for the railways showed an ability to match his own interests to developments in the world at large. Like his descendants he died tragically young, but – like them too – he both reflected and helped to create the spirit of the age in which he lived.



















PART I


George

























One







I know little of my father, for I am a posthumous son, born a month [sic] after his death – though I do not accuse this fact of giving me what is called the artistic instinct. My mother, with that carelessness about domestic details which characterises the wives of pioneering engineers, gave birth to me in St Petersburg. She apologised to me for years without cause or reason.





George Lambert’s few references to his earliest days adopt a tone which is both throwaway and proud. Throughout his life he took pleasure in being – technically speaking – of no legally defined nationality, and in seeming independent of particular people and places. Yet he relished the fact that his father was a ‘pioneer’ (and saw himself as similarly intrepid), and was pleased to have been born somewhere as romantic as St Petersburg. Although he was only two when he left Russia, he was able to remember ‘vast white fields, a frozen river’, and ‘a train in a cage’. This train was in fact a model of Stephenson’s ‘Rocket’ in his father’s factory.


When his widowed mother Annie returned from London to Russia the month before George was born, she took her three children to live in her parents’ house. George was born there on 13 September 1873, and christened ten days later at the British-American Congregational church by the minister, James Key. Annie’s widowhood made her completely reliant on her parents, and while they seem always to have had her best interests at heart, their life was relentlessly nomadic. When her father left Russia two years later, to take up the job of director of the locomotive works at Esslingen, Württemberg, in Germany, she gathered up her brood and followed him.


In the account of George’s life written in 1938 by his widow Amy, the six years that George spent in Esslingen comprised ‘a carefree and picturesque experience. Music and his mother’s singing, woodland wanderings in company with the family, country fairs, market places, dogs and flowers, satisfied more fully than was possible later the restless cravings of his developing interests.’ George himself said nothing about these apparently idyllic days, but according to one of his mother’s few surviving letters, they were spent in style. Thomas Firth rented ‘an old castle’ (Schloss Hohenkrenz) ‘on the summit of a hill in the midst of vineyards and orchards’, installed his daughter, her children and their nurse, and left them to enjoy themselves. ‘The castle,’ Annie wrote, 




is not much like one, having no tower or turret or battlements. It looks more like an old-fashioned squire’s house. There are several barns, stables and buildings surrounding it. The castle is in the centre building three storeys high with a large gravelled square or courtyard, with a fountain in the centre and grass and flowers around. Iron railings in front, the big iron entrance gates at one corner and on one side an entrance into the garden, on the other an entrance into the farmyard, big barn, drinking fountain, of spring water and the steward’s house.


The garden is very large being quite a long walk all around [and has a] fountain, a great quantity of trees and shrubbery, mostly apple and pear trees which are loaded with fruit … Our house is well and comfortably furnished with every convenience from garret to cellar. The rooms are large and lofty with furniture that is large and comfortable and [have] many elegances in the form of fine mirrors and gilt chairs. Plenty of dishes for the dining room and pots, pans and tubs for the large, light kitchen which contains a nice stove. The large pantry is suitably furnished, also the laundry and washhouse with everything to hand necessary for use there. There is even a game of croquet in the garden; we play nearly every evening as Pa is very fond of it.





George’s German childhood set a standard of ease and security which he later found hard to recreate. Yet its pleasures were always provisional. Although he admitted that he did not actually miss his father, never having known him, the family thought of themselves as outsiders in a strange country, dependent on the continuing charity of Thomas Firth. Firth himself, as the only other male in the household, provided George with an example which was energetic and, in a mild way, tyrannical. He encouraged George, who was often rather sickly, in what were considered the ‘manly’ pursuits of walking, riding and boxing, while at the same time making it quite clear that his affections were not what a real father’s might have been.


Difficulties between George and his grandfather only became marked when Firth retired from his directorship and took the family to England, in 1881. They settled in Yeovil, Somerset, where his wife’s parents ran a small business. By this time – he was eight – George was beginning to feel impatient with the dominating presence of his three elder sisters, and his grandfather both expected and inhibited his rebellion against them. On one holiday at Seaton in Devon, George was reprimanded for swimming round the point which divided the beach from the neighbouring village of Beer; on another occasion, he had to clean every window in the house ‘as an antidote to the sin of pride’. The blame for these disagreements did not lie entirely with his grandfather. Partly because he was spoiled by his mother, and partly because his natural abilities distinguished him, George was a vain and smug child. To judge by the evidence of an early photograph, the ‘sickly’ child who had worried his mother in Germany had grown into a robust little boy: tall for his age, lean, his fair hair (which was soon to darken to brown) cut short above his ears, his wide blue eyes gazing confidently at the camera.


As a day boy at Kingston College, Yeovil, George was known as ‘Cocky’ Lambert – the main reason for his pride being that the principal, Miss Tate, ‘softly held me up as an example of good performance in drawing’. In later life George was blasé about his first introduction to the gift which made his name: ‘My drawing developed but along quite the wrong lines as we were made to copy crayon drawings by indifferent artists.’ The standard of his tuition was unexceptional, but it did not prevent him from winning first prize when he sent up some sketches of leaf forms to a South Kensington under-twelve drawing competition. ‘My mother,’ he remembered, ‘thought I was a marvel.’


This success made him even cockier at school, but he did not have long to show it. Firth, bored with ‘the quiet of Yeovil’ after his adventurous life, decided to make a move as dramatic as his original departure for Russia. He wrote to his brother Robert, who owned a sheep station called Eurobla, near Nevertire in New South Wales, and invited himself to live there with his entourage. Robert, who had emigrated from England in 1882, was delighted by the prospect of help from his brother and great-nephew. The idea of emigrating to Australia provoked mixed feelings in George. On one hand it brought a premature end to his ‘not unexciting schooling’; on the other, the outdoor life of Nevertire appealed immensely. While it meant foregoing one of his earliest ambitions (to be a boat builder) it meant making another (to be a horse breaker) a distinct possibility. It meant, too, the chance to live in a climate where his health, which was still ‘a source of anxiety’ to his mother, would benefit.


At the time when Thomas Firth decided to emigrate, Australia loomed in the popular English imagination as a potent blend of strangeness and familiarity. Geoffrey Blainey tells us in The Tyranny of Distance that throughout the nineteenth century ‘Australia and New Zealand depended so much on Britain, were in most senses imitations of Britain, that their geographical position near the end of Asia’s tail and near the islands of Oceania, seemed irrelevant’. This paradox was matched by another: the opportunities offered by Australia were as great as its hardships. It was rugged, male-dominated, remote, and its inhabitants were still awkwardly aware that their home had first developed as a penal colony. But the country was also able to offer excitement, social mobility, and the means of getting rich quick. Tom Collins, in his classic Such Is Life, records an exchange between his narrator and an English friend, Willoughby, in Sydney in the early years of this century which well summarises this combination of qualities. In answer to the question ‘You find the colonies pretty rough?’ Willoughby answers:




I do, Collins; to speak frankly, I do. Even in your cities I observe a feverish excitement, and a damnable race for what the Scriptures aptly call ‘filthy lucre’; and the pastoral regions are – well – rough indeed. Your colonies are too young … Cultivated leisure is a thing practically unknown. However, the country is merely passing through a necessary phase of development.





George’s journey to Australia in 1883 was momentous not only for its own sake, but because it was the occasion of his first watercolour – a view of the Thames through a cabin porthole as his ship, the Bengal, prepared to embark for the six months’ voyage. Remembering the event later, he was keen to make it seem natural, rather than inspired. ‘It is difficult for me to say whether it was the stimulus of the impression or the desire to use a quite decent set of watercolours that had been presented to me by some sort of relative that drove me to artistic effort.’


Judging by the frequency with which George mentioned this now vanished painting, it is obvious that he regarded it as a landmark. It was done without guidance from his teachers, and it seemed to license temperamental ‘artistic’ behaviour on the boat.




From the time I got this desire to do Art, I became a most objectionable kid in every way; moody, disobedient, dirty, noisy in flashes, a prig, a little beast, and it says much for the tolerance of both crew and passengers … that I was considered full of possibilities though difficult.





One of the crew, a ‘blond Plymouth man’ called Davies, was a great deal more than simply tolerant. He advised George to sell his sketches, which he was producing regularly by the time the Bengal reached the Suez Canal, fed him biscuits and lemonade, and told him ‘to be an artist’. George was anxious not to allow ‘art’ to connote anything cissy: he gambolled round the decks of the boat playing games with the children of other passengers, browned in the sun as the long voyage reached its end, and later praised Davies as a ‘very manly chap’.


The family’s decision to emigrate depended entirely on Robert Firth’s welcome and goodwill, but they did not go immediately to Eurobla once they arrived in Sydney. They spent their first few weeks at Hurshales, outside the city, where with the beach to entertain him George ‘wagged it on every possible occasion’ – fishing, swimming and making model dinghies. His grandfather soon decided to impose some discipline. He moved all his charges inland to Burwood – then a small village, within easy reach of Sydney – ‘where life was duller’, George complained, ‘and there was not the same range of physical activities’, and then took his young grandson alone to meet Robert Firth at Eurobla. The rest of the family rented a house from a photographer, Bayliss, in the Sydney suburb of Stanmore. With the two men away, the small house seemed spacious and, being built of Victorian red brick, comfortingly similar to the home they had left in England.


George was only eleven years old when he first saw Eurobla, and hardly prepared for the rigours of life there. Although he prided himself on his fitness and athleticism, his sickliness as a child had left an indelible mark. He was a skinny, gangling boy, with his mother’s high forehead and fine hair – which his grandfather made him brush back from his face. He was eager to please but impetuous, hard-working but excitable, ‘cocky’ but unconfident. His grandfather’s conversations about Eurobla had made him regard the sheep station as ‘my castle in Spain, from childhood’, and although he was apt to exaggerate the length of time he actually spent there (his first stay was only eight months, from the late summer of 1884 to the spring of the following year), its impact on his imagination was overwhelming. Arthur Jose, who was later to become his brother-in-law, described George’s trip to Eurobla as a journey to a primitive but unspoilt paradise. The sheep station itself was a rough and ready affair – a low straggling house built of wood and corrugated iron, with a jumble of outbuildings and shearing sheds behind, and a tatty garden dotted with eucalyptus trees. Beyond the confines of the house, thick clusters of trees broke the view over flat, baking scrub. ‘It was an unkempt bush then,’ Jose wrote, ‘covered with timber as yet unringbarked and occasionally broken into by small townships – Warren [then little more than a village] was the one he came upon.’ (‘Ring-barking’ was a method of clearing the land of eucalyptus trees: it killed the trees.)


The source of Jose’s information is George’s own unpublished account of his arrival:




The central division in those days was a deal more picturesque though a deal more uncomfortable than today. The ring-barking had only just started … We drove out with the evening of a very hot semi-stricken day through bush that was much the same as when it was first seen by white men. A catalogue of all that then sunk into my mind would be wearisome but it interests me to wonder if the hold it still has upon me is somewhat uncanny or is share[d] by others who have had like experience.





George’s precise memories of that day included ‘dogfights in which semisober bushmen wagered heavily’ and ‘a black tracker [who] was put up to ride bareback a bad tempered blood mare for fifty pounds’. The bush may have seemed like paradise, but it was a violent paradise. When George reached Eurobla itself he needed to summon up all his youthful faith in the value of ‘manliness’.


He was delighted to do so. For eight months he took intense pleasure in what he called his ‘playful jackarooing’ – herding sheep, building fences, helping with the shearing, riding and learning how to break horses. (At Gallipoli, twenty-five years later, his skilful handling of horses was a source of envy and amazement.) He also enjoyed the bush for other and less purely physical reasons. Its remoteness and simplicity allowed him to develop a sense of home and of his own distinct personality. It gave him, he said later, ‘my first real fill of Nature and practically my starting point for the goal which the young aspirant [painter] feels he can reach with so little effort and which seems to recede further and further the more he progresses’. If this remark conveys disappointment as well as affection, it is largely because his adult life prevented him from becoming the ‘bush artist’ he wished to be. But the wish itself is a tribute to the effect of Eurobla: it made him feel Australian, it gave him a sense of the numinous, and it drew his attention to a vast and largely untreated subject.


The reasons why George was unable to produce many paintings of the bush in later life were mainly social and financial. At this early stage they were practical. He was too busy looking after sheep. The ‘very little [time for] drawing and painting’ that his work allowed was reduced still further by his grandfather, who ‘generally behaved like a domestic tyrant’ and thought art an unsuitable occupation. George was later to refer to the treatment he received as a ‘rather pathetic lack of sympathy and support from my own people’, but Firth’s behaviour is not altogether surprising. He had supported Annie Lambert and her four children for ten years, and had an unwavering belief in ‘the parental roof sheltering the women of the family until marriage provided another home’. He urged George to begin fulfilling his ‘masculine’ responsibilities: he told him, that is to say, to get a job.


For the next five years, between the ages of eleven and sixteen, George, who was still only a child, was crushed by his efforts to fulfil the role of an adult. The job he found, as a clerk in the drapers Macarthur & Co. of York Street, Sydney, was poorly paid and monotonous: five shillings a week for writing out invoices. The tedium, combined with the difficulties of living with his family in their crowded house in Stanmore, made him, he said, ‘slack’, ‘very temperamental’ and ill. The only relief for his imagination was the chance that his basement office provided, during his idle moments, of filling his notebooks with drawings – mainly of the human and animal legs he could see from his window. While these drawings brought him a degree of entertainment, they also persuaded his bosses that he was an unsuitable employee, and in 1888 – after working for four years – he was given the sack.


His boredom at Macarthur’s had done nothing to soften his grandfather’s heart, and since his own resistance to further education was ‘violent’, other employment had to be found at once. His search led him, with help from William McMillan, the head of Macarthur’s Sydney branch, to the government shipping office – an imposing, labyrinthine building at Sydney docks – and another job as a clerk. The work, for the short while that he endured it, was comparatively congenial. Being near the docks meant that he was able to indulge his continuing fascination with boats (Circular Quay, from Dawes Point to Fort Macquarie, was crowded with clipper ships), and since his office stood opposite the bustling Flemington wool sale yards he could easily revive and elaborate memories of the bush. Furthermore, because the hours were shorter than at Macarthur’s, he was able to spend more time drawing. His own version of his achievements at this time is engagingly and – for him – unusually modest: ‘As the American sensationalist would put it, I had not “received the call”. I knew no one either interested in or connected even remotely with the Arts. I took my own talent in drawing for granted, looking upon it as I would an accomplishment graceful but not uncommon.’


It is easy to read loneliness and frustration between the lines of this remark. Elsewhere he is more candid. ‘I was distinctly disturbed by a burning desire to get away from city life,’ he wrote later, and the Flemington yards, with their enormous stacks of wool bales, ‘stirred up what I mistook for a burning desire to devote my life to the back country and the breeding of sheep and all the serenity and absorbing work and thought that hangs thereto.’ ‘I can see,’ he added, with what sounds like wisdom after the event, ‘that it was the artist’s romantic longing for the light and colours and arrangement of form.’


Eventually his grandfather’s sternness melted as Annie exerted on George’s behalf what little influence she was allowed to have. The few reminiscences of her that survive suggest that she doted on her son. (She was a ‘musical and sensitive woman’, and George used to take part in the amateur entertainments she organised at home in Stanmore.) Because she thought that a return to the bush would allow him time to develop his interest in drawing, as well as building up his strength, she urged her father to let him go.


It is one of the formative ironies of George’s early life that his second spell at Nevertire promised him abundant freedom but gave him very little opportunity to enjoy it. The year that he returned – in 1890, when he was seventeen – was, as Arthur Jose remembered, ‘one of despondency out back; wool was down, the shearers were out, already men foresaw the bad days of 1892–3 … times were bad, and living arduous, and the bush people persistently silent and melancholy’. Judging by George’s own description, his great-uncle’s station was not spared the general hardship. In the remote and gruelling outback his work, which would normally have been arduous to say the least, now ‘meant manual labour from dawn to dusk’ every day including Sunday. ‘When the morning chores were done,’ Jose says, ‘the tired body could not respond to his eager desires, and order or design seemed unattainable among the crowd of impressions that jostled each other in the brain.’


On his first visit to the station, George ‘was allowed to run wild, intoxicated by the great skies, the sun and trees, the sheep and horses’. Now he was restricted by the demands of work. Since arriving in Australia his health had benefited enormously, and he was put to work shearing, butchering and horse-breaking without any concessions being made for his youth. He was already nearly six foot – tanned, tousle-haired, loose-limbed and energetic – but his obvious aptitude for the work could not make him entirely happy. In fact what had formerly been a paradise seemed, within weeks of his arrival, a torment: ‘the boundary fence would represent the bars of a prison wherein the prohibition of the exercise and development of a special talent became a punishment of great severity.’ Even his admiration for the place’s beauty and his pride in outdoor life were barely enough to sustain him – if, that is, his own account of the time is entirely to be trusted. According to Amy, it suited him very well in later life to say that his childhood was exclusively rugged and pioneering. In fact his labours provided him with at least a few opportunities to draw. ‘Pencil and sketchbook,’ Amy says, ‘were never far from his hands and the collection of bush studies of men and horses is a notable one. He had heard of studies from the nude and on more than one occasion he induced a bearded shearer to expose a muscular torso and pose for him during a precious day of rest.’


George’s perseverance with his drawing at this stage of his career is remarkable. With no formal training, great practical difficulties to overcome, no like-minded companions, and no reason for confidence except a blind faith in his own facility, he cultivated a stubborn belief in the value of close observation and diligence. But what were such things without a society in which to explore and develop them? He felt that it would take a miracle to set him free from Eurobla – not only because the world of art was altogether elsewhere, but because the sheep station exerted a strong and genuine fascination over him. He had, moreover, absorbed from his grandfather a feeling that any clearcut choice ‘to be an artist’ or accept it as his ‘destiny’ would be laughably pretentious. The prospect of taking even the most tentative steps towards resolving his dilemma filled him with alarm. Years later he suggested that for most people the discovery of an artistic vocation is exciting, ‘but for me it was so inexpressibly sad and untidy, so surrounded by circumstance and untoward atmosphere, family, and other ties antipathetic, that it is difficult for me to go through the pain of putting down even a reduced memory of the main points.’


In the end, his ‘ties antipathetic’ were broken partly by luck and partly by that special bravery which is the prerogative of the ignorant. On his occasional visits from Eurobla to stay with his family in Sydney, George took every opportunity to examine the limited holdings of the galleries, and to study the more popular and accessible forms of art that appeared in magazines.


By far the most respected and influential of these magazines was the Bulletin. During the 1890s, the Bulletin had established itself as the mouthpiece of Australia’s emerging nationalist movement. Although it realised the value of certain parliamentary and trade links with England, it insisted that these need not imply wholesale cultural and political domination. Issue by issue, articles promoted independent Australian views and attitudes, and many of these had an artistic – and not simply a polemical – dimension. Literary self-awareness, the Bulletin made clear, was a crucial aspect of nationhood. Not surprisingly, many of the magazine’s stories and articles had a distinctly local flavour, celebrating Australian city life and – more frequently and emphatically – life in the bush. The bush, in fact, was given almost mythical status, and its remote, unspoiled beauty was made to sound like an antipodean Garden of Eden: wild, peaceful (though rugged) and innocent. The editorial policy vigorously denied that ‘being an Australian’ was a ‘barbaric fate’, and the magazine’s gifted team of writers readily proved the point. Two of the most prominent were Australia’s best known poets – Henry Lawson ‘the bush poet’, and Banjo Paterson, whose ballads of life in the outback included ‘Waltzing Matilda’. The poet and horse-breaker ‘Breaker’ Morant, who has since become the subject of a famous film, was another regular contributor.


It was a special characteristic of the Bulletin, as it was of magazines in Europe and America, to have its stories illustrated. Originally these illustrations were differentiated from ‘art proper’, but during the 1880s and 1890s, as Robert Hughes says in Art in Australia, the ‘hard line between fine and commercial art [became] fluid. Artists had to apply the elaborate technical equipment of their serious paintings to a more menial task.’ Among the indigenous ‘fine’ artists who accepted this challenge, Lionel Lindsay and the portraitist B. E. Minns were preeminent, but their work was to a large extent overshadowed by American illustrators such as Howard Pyle and Charles Gibson, whose work was frequently reproduced alongside their own. The ‘rapier facility and sparkling blacks’ of the Americans, says Hughes, ‘were the envy of every Bulletin artist’.


Australian magazine illustrations exerted a powerful influence on George’s work in the 1890s, not simply because ‘finer’ drawing was difficult to find, but also because they were produced by the most exciting artistic community that Sydney had to offer. When George finally plucked up the courage to obey his instincts, it was to the Bulletin that he turned. On a visit to Sydney in 1895 – when he was twenty-two – he introduced himself to Minns, who as well as contributing frequently to the magazine was also on its staff, and showed him the portfolio of work that he had done in the last five years.


Minns was intrigued by George’s history and his appearance. Working at Eurobla had turned the gangling boy into a tough, muscular young man. He had a clear, quick voice (from which his family had snobbishly encouraged him to exclude any trace of an Australian accent), his hair had been baked gold by the sun, and his skin was a dark healthy brown. But while ‘playful jackarooing’ had given him considerable physical self-confidence, he was ill at ease in Minns’ company. George’s fine-featured face and thin long-fingered hands conveyed a distinct impression of awkward sensitivity. Minns liked him, and was impressed by his work. ‘You have a great feeling for drawing,’ he told him. ‘It’s uncommon.’ He accepted several of George’s drawings for the Bulletin, and urged him to make a final choice between life in the bush and devotion to art. George was later to remember his reaction with pompous solemnity: ‘It was the saddest hour of my life. The hour wherein I realised at last that I was not as other men. That before me stretched the long and weary road that is trodden by those who would attain greatness in the Arts – a veritable giving up of all that makes life bearable for the sake of chasing the ever-receding goal of achievement.’
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Two of George Lambert’s illustrations for the Bulletin, both reproduced in the magazine on 1 June 1930, after his death.








George also brought Minns an oil painting he had done earlier in the year when staying with his second cousin Joseph Nield, at Meryon, a sheep station outside Sydney. The painting was called ‘Bush Idyll’ and shows one of Nield’s children, Grace, surrounded by a family of goats clustered in a clearing among gum trees. It is, as Hughes says, ‘a pleasant if papery effort’ – the paint unconfidently flat, and the subject mawkish. But its grey-blue tones (which owe a great deal to the wash techniques of the Bulletin illustrators) and its celebration of Australian bush life were calculated to appeal to Minns. Minns recommended that George should enrol in Sydney’s thriving Art Society classes, which were run by Julian Ashton, a dapper, small-featured man much admired in Sydney for the intricate technique of his draftsmanship. George’s willingness to meet Ashton was increased by his excitement at having ‘Bush Idyll’ – when he submitted it for exhibition – bought for twenty pounds by the New South Wales Art Gallery. Yet nothing could disguise the fact that when he introduced himself to Ashton, early in 1896, he was still an almost entirely untaught, uneducated and unformed artist.


In recent years, Ashton’s reputation as a teacher has suffered a sharp decline, largely because his hostility to modernism significantly cramped the development of Australian painting in the early years of this century. But the advice, inspiration and material help that he gave George were crucial. George readily acknowledged this, and Ashton, in turn, always referred to George as his best pupil. At the time of their first meeting, Ashton was giving his classes to the Art Society in cluttered, ill-lit rooms in Vickery’s Chambers in Pitt Street, Sydney. George – ‘a slim youth with steady eyes and long, silky fair hair, and quite an assured manner for one so young’ – appeared unannounced, and asked to sign on for night classes. They ran from 7 p.m. to 9.30 p.m. three nights a week. Ashton, by way of checking George’s credentials, placed the head of the Apollo Belvedere on the stand.




‘Draw that,’ I said, ‘full size, a strong, clean, hard outline, no shading, and I’ll see you again later’; and with that I turned to my task and forgot all about him until at 9.30, with the classroom almost empty, I found him, forgetful of everything, hard at work. After a glance at what he had done: ‘Didn’t you tell me you had not drawn before?’


‘Nor have I like this; only just on odd bits of paper.’


Those who remember that head of Apollo, its poise, the straight nose and sharply defined nostrils, the clear cutting of the upper and lower lips of that bow-shaped mouth, will understand my surprise upon seeing a raw beginner handle so difficult a subject in so spirited a manner. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘until next Wednesday, goodnight!’ And as I went home I thought, ‘I believe we have found a draughtsman at last.’





Ashton’s enthusiastic welcome was one of the most important events in George’s career. It gave him pride in himself, ‘a fresh buoyancy to his step and a new ring to his contagious laughter’, and a sense of purpose which easily outweighed the tedium of the jobs he still depended on for income. (At the same time as he joined Ashton he became the accountant to a grocer at Darling Point.) When, in April 1896, Ashton hired a large room in Beaumont Chambers, King Street, and equipped it ‘in the most approved fashion for drawing’, George arranged for the entire student body to attend on the opening night, and encouraged Ashton to rechristen them ‘The Sydney Art School’. From the time that he began attending the School, his energy and commitment were integral to its success: he set a standard of punctuality and diligence which galvanised his peers as well as his instructor. Although ‘full of high spirits and the exuberance of youth’, Ashton recalled, ‘never would he, while drawing or painting in the class talk to any other student, or make use of the model rests, except for an initial examination of his own work, or the work of those around him; but when the class was over, he would take the stairs into the street four at a time, hooting like a Red Indian, or singing some topical song at the top of his voice.’


George’s contribution to the school was unstinting, but what could the school offer him? It is difficult to imagine, now, the artistic deprivation endured by Australia in the 1890s. George himself described the Sydney art world as ‘in great measure a mutilated replica in miniature of the chaotic outlook of London’ – but the plain fact was that the vast body of western art was unknown, or known only in poor quality reproductions. Moreover, the country’s dependence on Europe in general and Britain in particular was such that it tended to undervalue its own developing native tradition. The earliest nineteenth-century painters of Australia – the likes of John Glover, Eugene von Guerard and Conrad Martens – had not been Australian at all, but émigrés whose versions of Antipodean light and scenery owed less to what they could actually perceive than to what they could remember of their own Romantic European origins. Martens’s work in and around Sydney in the 1870s, for instance, though skilful, more often than not obscures the actual character of its subject with reminiscences of Turner. It was only in the last years of the century that authentic home grown work began to emerge. Significantly, it did so not in fierce isolation but in response to an increased knowledge of the western tradition.


By far the most celebrated and influential of these earliest authentic Australian painters grouped themselves under the title of the Heidelberg School (after the district of Heidelberg outside Melbourne, where they spent a good deal of time working en plein air). The members of the school – Frederick McCubbin, Tom Roberts, Arthur Streeton and Charles Conder – forced themselves into the public eye in August 1889, with a show at Buxton’s Gallery, Melbourne, which they called an ‘Exhibition of Nine by Five Impressions’. The measurements were those of the cigar box lids on which their works had been painted. The subjects (predominantly bush scenes which were familiar to George – panoramas of scrubby flat lands broken by eucalyptus trees and outcrops of massive light-brown rock) appealed to the same nationalistic taste as the Bulletin. But the press sneered. Australian art critics, such as they were, only respected European precedents – and those precedents did not include the Impressionists.


The initial reaction to the Heidelberg School is a useful measurement of the conservatism of late nineteenth-century Australian artistic taste. Strictly speaking, Roberts, Streeton et al. were not Impressionists at all. Their work incorporated a free version of forms, but stopped short of truly fragmented interpretation. Although their subjects were emphatically local and patriotic, their presentation of landscape embodies traditional attitudes of middle-class alienation and commercial ownership. Nevertheless, the Heidelberg School’s ideas seemed radical in comparison to those propounded by Ashton. Ashton was hostile to the Impressionists, and among his fellow teachers in Sydney, only Antonio Dattillo Rubbo wholeheartedly supported the modern French movement. Ashton tirelessly advocated unemotional technical skill, hard outlining and the virtues of solid expressive form embodied in the work of the Old Masters.


For anyone with George’s naturally observant eye and skill at accurate drawing, Ashton’s theories were bound to have advantages. They removed the danger of creating any successful effects by sleight of hand. But they also allowed George to concentrate on superficial, and therefore weightless appearances. This danger was intensified by the steadily increasing amount of work that he was asked to do for the Bulletin. The magazine’s technical requirements encouraged him to use flat washes and static, definite forms – mainly to illustrate jokes or depict types such as bar floosies, party-goers and horse-riders. George was so successful at producing exactly what his editors wanted that within a short time of starting with Ashton, he was able to resign from his job as a grocer’s accountant and survive as a freelance illustrator. The Bulletin paid him two pounds a week. He also, with his fellow artist Syd Long, took a studio in 88 King Street, and liberated his mother from grandfather Firth by setting up a home with her in a modest two-storey brick house with a small garden in Potts Point. She supplemented his income by giving music lessons.


The comparative freedom of these new arrangements provided him with a secure world in which to live and work, but it was the Bulletin which gave him the most rewarding society. Artists and writers who had only been names when he submitted his first drawings now became friends and companions. Many of these were people whose contemporary fame has long been eclipsed – Livingstone Hopkins (‘Hop’), the illustrator; Frank Morton, who wrote spicy yarns of Australian derring-do; and the quaintly versifying Roderic Quinn. Their company made him feel part of a conspicuous and creative world, and he quickly adapted his looks and behaviour to suit its fashions. He still clung to the standards of practical ‘manly’ good sense that he had learnt at Eurobla, but began to combine the straight-backed down-to-earth manner of a jackaroo with a more flamboyant style. He grew his hair longer, began smoking cigarettes, took to wearing a cravat and cloak when striding around Sydney, and produced mildly outrageous remarks whenever a suitable occasion presented itself.


But George was careful not to be caught talking about art too intellectually. It was a craft, he believed, depending principally on technique. Accordingly, he refused to develop a sophisticated philosophy to sustain it and vigorously pursued an active physical life – swimming, boxing and riding. A letter to ‘Breaker’ Morant, written in 1897 when Morant was staying at Lower Kurrajong, illustrates the no-nonsense personality that George was building for himself. ‘Awfully sorry about your “purler”,’ the letter opens, ‘I hope it only means animation temporarily suspended’, then continues by referring to Morant’s poem ‘Beelzebub’: ‘Went to town on Saturday and saw Jesus Stephens who was somewhat on his literary pedestal – during our conversation in eulogy of your “jingling” powers I mentioned your “Beelzebub” and he asked to see it damn his eyes and then condemned it.’


George’s new-found flamboyance was a form of shyness – a way of masking the sensitivities on which his art depended, and of deflecting attention from the passionate commitment he felt to it. This commitment showed itself in the furiously hard work he did with Ashton, and in the efforts he made to organise and enliven the Sydney art world in general. His impatience with the standard of painting it habitually chose to praise even spilled over into dissatisfaction with the Bulletin. Although he remained grateful to the magazine for commissioning him as an illustrator, he came to feel it did not publish the best work that he and his friends were producing. With help from his studio companion Syd Long and a recent young recruit to the Art School, Thea Proctor, he founded a magazine which was intended to rival the Bulletin, and tempted some of its regular contributors to join him: Christopher Brennan, Arthur Adams, Ambrose Pratt and William Beattie.


George invited each of them to make whatever financial contribution they could afford, and in March 1899 they launched their magazine under the title the Australian Magazine. They began with a nominal capital of £1,000, a real one of £100, a devout wish to promote their own work, and high hopes of raising the standard of art criticism. (For the first issues they hired the Daily Telegraph art critic and when this was frowned upon by the paper’s editors, George took over the job himself.) However exalted the aims of the Australian Magazine may have been, the cover of its first number indicates its nature. It shows a naked, laurel-brandishing youth astride a black charger. The contents themselves exhibit the same blend of Ninety-ish decadence, and hearty vigour. Paintings celebrating the outdoor life are jumbled in with others embalming a played-out European notion of whimsical pastoral: naked women skipping through woods, and Pan tootling on his pipes in gum glades.


The magazine died in September 1899, after only six issues, and by far its most memorable contribution was the piece George wrote, anonymously, about the painting which had preoccupied him for most of the year: ‘Across The Black Soil Plains’. This painting, George’s first major work, which he had completed when still only twenty-six, is a simple but powerful image of Australian rural life. Its broad canvas shows a team of thirteen horses dragging a heavily-loaded wool waggon across bare, miry flat-lands. In the foreground, the teamster is silhouetted against a massive grey. It was, like almost all George’s work, based on close observation of facts, and these can still be reconstructed. The horses belonged to a rancher called Harry Sharkey but when George encountered them – on a visit to the outback east of Bourke – they were hired out to the transport firm of Rouse Brothers. George had in fact first sketched the team while living at Eurobla but it was not until studying with Ashton, and living with his mother in the Sydney suburbs, that he began the painting. He worked in the garden shed, which was so small that the canvas had to be set up diagonally, and even then could not be unfurled to its furthest extent. George did not see the whole of his picture at once until it was exhibited in the Art School’s gallery in Vickery Chambers.


‘Realism was his aim,’ Amy later said of ‘Across The Black Soil Plains’, ‘and his achievement.’ The finished product is proof of more than George’s clear eye – it also expresses his by now well-developed belief in ‘masculine’ virtues. ‘The movement and action are “all there”,’ he boasted, soon after hearing that the painting had won the £27 Wynne Prize and had been bought by the Gallery of New South Wales for £100. Its manner and technique are clear indications of the progress he had made since ‘Bush Idyll’ three years previously: it is rhetorical, dramatic and confident in its use of striking contrasts. The predominant browns and buffs are briskly applied and invest what might seem merely a piece of nationalist propaganda with a genuinely involving sense of strain and struggle. George himself, in his anonymous review, was justifiably pleased:




‘Across The Black Soil Plains’ is considered … to be the ‘picture of the year’. We do not go as far as that, though we are ready to say a good deal in praise of it. It is strong, ‘masculine’ if you like; the horses are well drawn and painted … the teamster (and his dog) are realistic, the sky is good, the colour is harmonious, the subject is popular … When G. W. Lambert has studied and worked hard for a few more years, both here and abroad (as we hope he will) – well, then he may paint ‘the picture of the year’.





As this implies, George knew by the time he finished ‘Across The Black Soil Plains’ that he had outgrown the Ashton school. The further instruction he realised was necessary could only be found in Europe. But how was he to get there? His grandfather, who had never shown any sign of encouraging George to become a painter, was now actually unable to help him. Firth had been badly hit by the Australian depression of the 1890s, and was eventually to suffer even more acutely when the assets he had left behind in Russia were confiscated during the Revolution.


For once, George benefited from an accident of history. During the late 1890s, as part of their developing spirit of nationalism, the New South Wales government had been investigating ways of subsidising the arts, and when they eventually began providing money in 1899, the Sydney Society of Artists, following an example set by their equivalent society in Melbourne, decided to create a travelling scholarship: £150 a year for three years. George immediately applied. He submitted a subject painting (‘Youth and the River’ – another piece of whimsical pastoral showing a nude boy and girl on horseback, stepping into a river swarming with Pre-Raphaelite faces and dotted with black swans); a small landscape with gum trees; and a portrait of his mother. It was this portrait which most impressed the judges, E. Phillips Fox, Frederick McCubbin and John Longstaff. When they awarded George the prize his friend William Beattie sent him a delighted telegram: ‘Won by a head’. In fact, he had won by several lengths – he had only had three other applicants to beat.


George understood that he was being rewarded for his potential rather than his achievement. ‘I am inclined to think it must have been discernment on the part of the judges … that is, the weighing of the possibilities in my work more than the actual work.’ He knew that while the Ashton School had given him an appreciation of ‘the excellence of craftsmanship’ he was still far from showing that he could demonstrate it as a matter of course. He had learned to subdue his natural facility to the demands of accuracy, he had been taught the essential requirements of form, and he had acquired a passionate love for a subject – the bush – to which he never did proper justice. He lacked, however, a mature understanding of tone, colour and light, and he had an inadequate knowledge of the western tradition. Europe – and London and Paris in particular – glittered in the distance like a promised land where all these deficiencies could be made good. ‘I am,’ he wrote to a friend, ‘longing’ for Paris.


The circumstances under which George left Australia suggest that his longing was mingled with a good deal of nervousness. His solution to the problem of impending loneliness was dramatic and unexpected: immediately before he sailed for London, he got married. When George first met her in 1898, Amelia Beatrice Absell (known always as Amy) had already acquired a reputation as a bluestocking, largely because of the short stories she had published – two of them in the Australian Magazine – and because she was stubbornly, and some thought shockingly, ‘anti-church’. She was a tall, thin, elegant woman, a year older than George and – if photographs taken of her at the time are anything to go by – strikingly beautiful and stylish. Her open face, with its dark eyes, slightly up-turned nose and full pouting mouth looks confident and intelligent under the ornamental hats she chose to wear against the heat. With her hat off, she was crowned by a head of luxuriant black hair, which she usually swept back into a heavy bun.


Her father, Edward Robert Absell, had brought his family to Australia from Hackney in east London during the early 1890s, hoping to continue his career as a cooper. He had started a small coopering business in London, but shortly after reaching Sydney had foundered, lost most of his money, and taken a clerk’s job with the water board. His eight children quickly had to shift for themselves: the eldest, Edward, entered the government savings bank, and Marian, Evelyn and Amy – who had been born in Shoreditch on 23 September 1872 – were employed by Falks, the photographers, as retouchers. Marian, the most ambitious of the ‘high-spirited girls’, attended Ashton’s art school in the evenings and was immediately drawn to its most gifted student, George, whom she was soon asking home to meet her family in the suburbs of Sydney at Hornsby. Amy realised that the Lamberts had a good deal in common with the Absells (as, of course, they had with every family who had recently arrived in Australia). Their families were both, she said, ‘transplanted from [their] native soil and undergoing a rather painful period of acclimatisation and mental readjustment’ – and this natural sympathy was deepened by George’s charismatic charm:




Tall, fair-haired, blue-eyed, broad shouldered and extremely swift in his movements, there was something exhilarating in his presence. His friend Beattie … used to laughingly call him ‘a job-lot Apollo’ and compared a Sunday morning’s walk with him round about Hornsby to ‘being attached to a comet’. He had always a touch of remoteness which made us feel that he was with us but not of us … He always seemed to travel further than his companions on any line of thought or emotion and to return reluctantly to the shackles of time and circumstance.





It was not only George’s dynamism which attracted Amy. According to her niece, Dulcie Stout (who was not born until 1898), Amy ‘had the choice between two young men and once said “George needed me most” – you know that sort of woman’s attitude’. What Amy discerned in George’s youthful character was eventually to crush her: his need for independence required that someone else should provide him with the necessary practical support. To start with, at least, she was lovingly willing to provide it. The couple were married on 4 September 1900 by the Reverend Stephen Child in St Thomas’s Church, North Sydney. Two days later they were aboard the SS Persic, bound for London via Melbourne, Cape Town and Tenerife.


At Melbourne, the young Australian artist Hugh Ramsay – who had been working at the Melbourne Art School under Bernard Hall – became a fellow passenger for the long voyage to England. Ramsay had been awarded second prize in the Melbourne Art School travelling scholarship, and had raised the money to pay his own way to London, inspired by the same hopes that filled George. Ramsay was a lean-faced, pallid and quiet young man of Scottish descent, and in spite of being more reserved than George, and without any of his ‘manliness’, took to his fellow painter warmly and at once. The two men had already met several times, and George’s knowledge of Ramsay’s work was detailed enough for him to share the widely held opinion that Ramsay was the most gifted Australian painter of his generation. On board the Persic they worked hard – George producing several sketches, and Ramsay spending most of his time on a large Pre-Raphaelitish portrait, ‘Consolation’, of the fiancée he had left behind. By the time the Persic reached London, on 11 November, Ramsay and George had made plans to meet up again in Paris as soon as possible. It was the start of a friendship which, though cut short by Ramsay’s death at the age of twenty-nine, was to be of the very greatest value to George. Ramsay came closer than anyone to being a brother to George, and his work during the 1900s set a standard and style which George spent all his life trying to match. ‘Ramsay’s superiority,’ he was pleased to admit towards the end of his life, ‘could not be denied.’



















Two





Although the time that George and Amy spent in London was brief – they left for Paris in February 1901 – its effect was everything they could have wished. They rented a cheap studio in St Petersburgh Mews, Notting Hill, in West London, and he had no difficulty in topping up the first instalment of his scholarship money. He arranged to illustrate stories for Cassell’s Magazine, and regularly sent back drawings to the Bulletin. He also painted his first self-portrait to mark the beginning of a new and distinct phase in his life: a full-faced and straightforward image (his only self-portrait without a beard) with, as Amy says, ‘a touch of youthful arrogance in the challenging eyes and dilated nostrils’. His athletic build and broad-browed, tanned face – his hair was already beginning to recede – suggest the vigour of his life as a jackaroo had added a detail which he felt stamped him as an artist: on the boat from Australia he had grown a moustache. It was ginger, and immaculately waxed and up-turned.


The painting is a milestone in the development of George’s technique, since it is the first important work he produced after visiting the major London galleries. In its pose, tone and manner, it shows all the signs of an under-trained but naturally brilliant craftsman, humbling himself before the example of the Old Masters. The records he left of his first visits to the National Gallery underline this: in each of them, he searches for ways of preserving the Old Masters’ standards in a modern idiom. Hogarth’s ‘Shrimp Girl’, for instance, he says, ‘fairly carried me off my feet. It seemed to make a natural bridge between the traditional technique of the more academic Hogarth and the modern methods in vogue at [the] time – Sargent, Carolus Duran and such.’


George and Amy were in London for four months. The life they led was impecunious but determinedly ‘artistic’: George, usually in a cape and spats, spent his days visiting galleries, and working in their cramped lodgings at sketches of the works he had seen, or pencil portraits of Amy. Amy herself abandoned the literary aspirations she had entertained in Sydney and combined her new role of housewife with the equally unfamiliar one of model. Day after day, George lovingly scrutinised her pale, full-mouthed face, made her dress up in her most stylish clothes, scorned regular meal times, and hurried to make up the ground he felt he had lost in Australia.


George and Amy left their studio in London ‘the day after the funeral of Queen Victoria, when the city was still draped in royal mourning and the people moved darkly over the half-melted snow of the roadways’, and on John Longstaff’s advice found temporary accommodation at the Hôtel de Nice, rue des Beaux Arts. Their search for a more permanent home was urgent – not simply for a sense of belonging, but because Amy was five months pregnant. By March they were installed near Ramsay on the top floor of 83 rue de la Tombe Issoire, in the Latin quarter, in a dingy, cold, three-room flat.


At such a time and in such a place, it would have been hard for George not to think that he was taking part in an artistic gold-rush. In the previous twelve years, from Australia alone, Tom Roberts, Rupert Bunny, E. Phillips Fox, John Longstaff, Charles Conder, George Coates, Arthur Streeton and Max Meldrum had preceded him to Paris, and the conversations between these and other émigré (and indigenous) painters proved to be an invaluable part of his education. ‘Swedes, Russians, Rumanians, Americans, English, Australians fraternised amiably,’ Amy wrote, ‘and to each other’s advantage.’ George himself felt that he was part of a phenomenon: ‘To me … the small tragedies of poverty and the other exigences of studentship were distinctly shaded by the fact that I was “landed” at what was then the art centre.’


While the general environment was sympathetic, his formal teaching was a disappointment. Like Ramsay, George could not afford to enrol at one of the great art schools, so they chose Colarossi’s, in the rue de la Grande Chaumière, which was well equipped with models but where ‘the instruction was practically nil’: ‘At Colarossi’s [where the fees were 500 francs a year] you got little training from those nominally responsible for it [Raphael Collins, Louis Girardot and Gustav Courtois]: such instruction as they gave was methodical and uninspiring, and the neglect to give more was excused by saying that the student “must build up for himself”.’


The two painters soon lost patience. After a matter of weeks they moved down the street from Colarossi’s to the Atelier Délécluse. Although this provided ‘a quieter milieu for the sincerity of their labours’, it was similarly frustrating, merely advancing ‘the system of training that permitted students to go on painting and repainting on the study until by sheer weight of plastered pigment some sort of imitative appearance was achieved’. George realised that his best bet was to look outside the art schools for his education – at the work of his friends, and in the galleries. The effect of the Louvre was even more explosive than any collection he had seen in London. ‘It may be,’ he confessed, that ‘my studies of the masterpieces in this wonderful gallery form the most important part of my training. “The Fête Champêtre” by Giorgione and the two frescoes by Botticelli attracted me more than any other works at the beginning … later I came to study the intricacies of such persons as Paul Veronese, Rubens, Van Dyck and Velázquez.’


By making Velázquez part of this general catalogue, George obscures his unique importance. In Paris, and subsequently, George looked to him as someone who provided ideal object lessons in colour and tone. He was encouraged in this devotion by the fact that the tercentenary of Velázquez’s birth fell in 1899, and began a landslide of appreciative critical comment. Of the (at least) four biographies of Velázquez published between 1895 and 1900, the best respected was by R. A. M. Stevenson (R. L. Stevenson’s cousin), of which a copy was owned by Ramsay. Stevenson’s judgements coincided with George’s independently formed intuitions about technique and form. ‘It is not the lover of pictures, but the devotee of his own spiritual emotion who needs to be told that technique is art,’ Stevenson says in his book; and again: ‘Velázquez, while he revealed new truths about nature, scarcely ever forgot that a picture must be a dignified piece of decoration.’ George himself called Velázquez ‘the last and most glorious number in the coordinated lineage of the Old Masters’, and – like Ramsay – he never escaped his influence. George’s debt shows, in the most general terms, in what Lionel Lindsay called ‘his delight in painting things in themselves paintable’. It is also evident in the haughty splendour of George’s portrait figures, and in the dark browns and umbers with which he habitually surrounds them. In several cases, too, the reference George makes to Velázquez is even more specific: in George’s later ‘Equestrian Group’, for instance, the pose of his young son Maurice deliberately mimics ‘Don Balthasar Carlos’.


Velázquez was George’s single most important artistic influence in Paris, but by no means his only inspiration. Among the other established Old Masters, Bronzino exercised an especially powerful fascination (particularly because of his distinctive treatment of sitters’ hands: George was to make flamboyant gesturing with hands a feature of his own work). Among nineteenth-century painters, Courbet and Manet had a similarly decisive impact. Reviewing George’s work nearly twenty years later, Lionel Lindsay realised that George not only admired their technical skill; he enjoyed their theatricality as well: ‘Lambert has a trait that he shares with his prototype Courbet – the desire to astonish, to emphasise the brilliance of his performance, a certain wilful strangeness in the choice of subject matter.’ Although he respected this characteristic, Lindsay realised that it had its drawbacks: Lambert’s




figures seem to be acting. They do not fit unconsciously into the spaces of his vision with that act of inevitability which informs the art of all great minds; and for this we feel that though he has conquered his art and is master of his brush like few of his contemporaries in Europe, he possesses the mind of the historian and is more interested in picturesque gesture than in character and its revelation.





The criticism is worth raising at this early stage in George’s career even though most of the works which were to justify or disqualify it had yet to be painted, simply because George’s art school days were so crucially formative. They created a cast of mind which was to survive for the rest of his life. They gave him, at one and the same time, enlightening access to an enormous range of painters who convinced him that great art must begin and end with questions of technique, and the encouragement to substitute dramatic surfaces for psychological depths. The wholeheartedness of his admiration for the Old Masters and their more obvious successors – a result, perhaps, of his long isolation from them in Australia – bred a suspicious dislike of painters who made radical departures from their precepts. His time in Paris overlapped with the period in which the painters we now know as modernists were beginning to make themselves known, and the few indications we have that George knew they existed all suggest hostility. ‘Chaos’ was his favourite word to describe their work, both now and later. In 1910, for instance, he thought so little of the epoch-making Post-Impressionist show mounted by Roger Fry – which did more than anything else to introduce the English public to European modernism – that he left not a single record of his reaction to it. It was an attitude which was seriously to inhibit the development of his own painting, and was also to have damaging consequences for art in Australia in general when he was living there in the 1920s.


George’s commitment to his painting in Paris was intense but not absolute; he played, Ramsay and Amy found, as hard as he worked. Ramsay lived above a soda-water factory at 51 Boulevard St Jacques within sight of George’s and Amy’s flat, in sparsely furnished rooms he shared with Ambrose Paterson (whose sister was married to the brother of Nellie Melba), James Macdonald, and two Americans – Frederick Frieseke and Henry Tanner. Ramsay and George were constantly in each other’s company, visiting galleries, drawing (often using Amy as a model), and arranging musical evenings. In March 1901 Ramsay installed a piano in his rooms, on which he ‘fed his soul on the hyacinths of Bach Fugues’ and regularly played an accompaniment for George’s ‘fine baritone voice’. The night Ramsay’s piano arrived, he organised a particularly memorable soirée. Ramsay wrote to a friend ‘all the coons in the place came along and we had a dance. Each played the piano until he was tired, whilst the others danced anything on their own till they dropped. Such a lot of idiots I never saw. We each invented our own dance.’


Their lives contained everything that students are supposed to relish: going to concerts (on at least one occasion Ramsay took Amy to hear Rosenthal play in the Salle des Agriculteurs), fooling around (George, who enjoyed mimicry, was frequently required to do his impersonation of Queen Victoria), and conscientiously setting out to épater les bourgeois. On one occasion, Ramsay remembered, ‘Lambert and I went upon the bust and bought two bananas for 4d and chewed ’em walking proud as Lucifer among the toffs in the Rue de Rivoli.’ It was a very similar existence to the one described in du Maurier’s novel Trilby, which was first serialised in 1894, in its obsession with art, as well as its energetic and now rather naive-seeming high-jinks.


If these were meant to be challenges to convention, they were challenges of a mild kind. Both men, for instance, grew beards. ‘I started to grow mine,’ Ramsay wrote, ‘but Lambert has just told me I look a really awful sight, a dreadful “blighter” he calls me’, and both accurately reflected the moderate loosening of constraints in Paris generally. A few months before George and Ramsay arrived, in November 1900, the Exposition Universelle had given the city an air of exoticism (the Eiffel Tower, for instance, had been gilded) which George welcomed, but which he never allowed to overwhelm his pleasure in a simple, active and unaffected life. ‘You’d be delighted with Lambert,’ Ramsay told his sisters,




there’s nothing about wool and station life and sheep and horses and kangaroos and emus and all that that you can teach him. He’s had a rather wonderful experience, being for years in the back-blocks. [George had obviously been exaggerating.] He can ride anything, and can draw a horse as well as he can ride it. I never met such a fellow for yarns, he’s always got something new.





Ramsay’s tributes to George concentrate on his human qualities, rather than his painterly ones. George, by contrast, has little to say about Ramsay the man, but repeatedly praises his work. It is a measure of George’s affection for Ramsay that he showed no sign of jealousy.




When I had brought myself not only to accept Ramsay’s superiority but to see the reasons for it, it interested me very much to hear the comments of older and more experienced men. Some said, ‘There is firm, straight-forward modern painting – he will acquire soul later’; others said, ‘This is evidently modern painting, and the idea behind it is big: he will improve his technique later.’





At Délécluse, as at Colarossi’s, George said that Ramsay again ‘stood out as the only man who was using paint and not pecking at the thing’, and it came as no surprise to him that in the Société Nationale des Beaux Arts annual summer show of 1902, Ramsay had the unprecedented honour of having four paintings exhibited.


Much of George’s own work had tackled themes as close to hand as those which attracted Ramsay. His notebooks of the period brim with sketches of Parisian characters (some of which he re-cast for the Bulletin), of Ramsay himself (one shows him hunched beside an oil stove in his chilly apartment), and of Amy. For the first time in his life, but by no means for the last, George found that readily available subjects interfered with official requirements. The terms of the scholarship demanded that he complete at least one major work a year for shipping back to Australia, and during his twenty-one months in Paris only the first was completed: ‘La Guitariste’, an oil painting of Amy seated and holding a guitar. Although it had the distinction of being hung by the Société Nationale (where it was overshadowed by Ramsay’s contributions), and was then duly despatched to Sydney in a frame donated by Syd Long, the chief interest of the work lies in the skill with which it shows George assimilating his new influences. Image and treatment both obviously refer to Manet – it is painted in Manet’s manière claire – and its ‘calm, decorative’ qualities are derived, by George’s own admission, from his admiration for Puvis de Chavannes. It is, in fact, a work in which the elegantly gloomy style insists that the viewer’s attention is distracted from the character of its sitter: painting, not personality, is the real subject. Although this means that it has a rather restricted appeal, it is, on its own terms, satisfying. Amy’s curved arm, paralleling the curved shape of the guitar, and the clever chiaroscuro, indicate that however slow George might have been to cultivate his heart, he was quick to sharpen his eye. Paris, the painting shows us, had convinced him that he had been right to devote himself to technicalities: ‘I joined the religious few whose ritual stated very clearly that it was not the one achievement, not the one egg, the one talent that mattered two whoops in Hell, but the carrying on of the fine mechanism from day to day, the improvements, perfections going on as additions to a really fine, solid structure.’


However nearly ‘La Guitariste’ fulfilled the standards that George set himself while painting it, he knew that he still had a vast amount to learn. His sense of his own ignorance made him fall behind with the scholarship requirements. He felt that he would be foolish to begin full-scale works until more of the essential groundwork had been completed. But to do this meant making himself his own worst enemy: late in 1901, he gave up his work for the Bulletin in order to concentrate on a protracted study of the nude, and thereby decreased still further the money available to support his family.


His timing could hardly have been worse: a few months earlier, on 26 June, Amy had given birth to their first child – a boy. After playing with the idea of christening him Paris, they settled for Maurice Prosper. The christening was more for sentimental than devout reasons. Their hopes, in choosing the child’s second name at least, were clear, and so were their fears. George’s letters of the period are preoccupied with financial affairs, and with his scholarship. On one occasion he refers to the latter part of his stay in Paris as ‘a most uncomfortable time’, and when Mackennal and Longstaff visited his studio on behalf of the New South Wales government to make a report on his progress, George was dismayed by their irritation that he had – as he put it – ‘stepped backwards to solidify the scaffolding’ of his work. They simply wanted results.


George’s solution to the problem was to try and make a new start by moving to a new country. Late in 1901 Ramsay – who had no Bulletin money, and no scholarship to support him – had decided to capitalise on his success in the Salon by travelling to England in search of portrait commissions. It was a successful but short-lived venture: by September 1902 he had returned to Australia, hoping that the climate would help to stop the advance of the T. B. which was soon to kill him. George and Amy realised that their friend’s time in England was likely to be peripatetic, yet the thought of his continuing company helped them to make up their own minds to cross the Channel to London. London would, they hoped, give them a better defined sense of home, it would offer opportunities similar to those that Ramsay had discovered, and it would be comparatively cheap. This last consideration weighed more heavily than any other, and shortly before they were due to leave Paris, it became overwhelming. The original scholarship money had always been scanty, and recently it had been forwarded with increasing irregularity as George fell behind with his commissions. Now, through no fault of George’s, it dried up altogether. Amy wrote later 




There was a secession of disaffected members from the Art Society of New South Wales, who formed themselves into the Society of Artists. It really was a very sound and stimulating action, providing just that keener competition that was badly needed then in a community too far distant from any continental centres to be other than parochial in tone. But the question of the government subsidy was a vexed one, and a grandmotherly government temporarily withheld its assistance until the wrangling Societies should kiss and be friends again.





When George, Amy and Maurice left Paris for London, in November 1902, the only money they took with them had been realised by the sale of the contents of their apartment. This was supplemented by the £10 that George had been paid for a small studio screen which shows Amy ‘peeling the potatoes which were to provide the complete plat du jour, while the baby is eating the last biscuit in the locker’. The poverty this painting describes had done nothing to undermine George’s devotion to his calling, but it had prevented him from indulging as fully as he would have liked in a fashionably raffish life. ‘Melancholy was in the season and the scene,’ Amy said when they left Boulogne.


As soon as George arrived in London he set about renewing the contacts he had made during his previous brief stay. On this return visit, as before, the difficulties of finding work and accommodation were eased by London’s well-established Australian community. The poet Arthur Adams, Arthur Jose and William Beattie – all of whom George had known in Sydney – rallied to his side with offers of introductions to editors. Another expatriate Australian family, the Halfords, gave help of a more substantial kind. One of the Halford daughters was married to the influential property and art dealer Edmund Davis (he owned a large number of Impressionist works), whom George knew, indirectly, through the Bensusan family in Sydney. Davis was persuaded to lend George a studio in Lansdowne House. This catered for George’s professional requirements to an unexpectedly luxurious degree – it was a single, long, well-lit room with a beautiful unvarnished wood floor – and helped to compensate for the straitened condition of his domestic set-up: two rooms in a house in Shepherd’s Bush, which he and Amy furnished for £10. The domestic routine they had established on their first stay in London could no longer be maintained. In their meagre lodgings, the time and patience that Amy had for working as George’s model was cut short by the needs of their child. Maurice’s demands that they should feed, dress and entertain him quickly began to irritate George. Nearly all the sketches he did of his wife at this time show her holding Maurice, and it is impossible not to feel a sense of exclusion as well as love in them.


George was more worried by his shortage of money than these minor family disruptions. To pay the rent, he willingly accepted the illustrative work that his friends arranged for him to do for magazines such as Cassell’s. Like his work for the Bulletin, these new commissions were virtually all for black-and-white line drawings, which he took to signing ‘GWL of NSW’ to distinguish himself from another illustrator with the initials GWL. As before, the burden of deadlines pressed heavily on him, but to his relief he was able to find time to supplement his income by taking on various commissions to illustrate books – his first was Jose’s Australian travel book Two A-Wheel – and to press ahead with his scholarship work. In Lansdowne House he finished, early in 1903, ‘The Three Kimonos’, a studio group against a traditional landscape which obviously owes some debt to his memories of France. It was duly sent off to Australia where it was considered, by his adjudicators, a marked technical advance on ‘La Guitariste’.


‘The Three Kimonos’ was produced with the reluctance that usually marked George’s approach to commissioned work, but its completion marked a decisive point in his career. As well as assuaging his guilty conscience about the scholarship, it also, though by coincidence, left him free to respond to a dramatic but complex change in his personal affairs. In the summer of 1903, Thea Proctor, with whom George had worked on the Australian Magazine, arrived in London from Sydney, and was welcomed by him with an enthusiasm which suggests something more than simple friendliness. Thus far, George’s and Thea’s careers had followed similar courses: Thea, who was six years younger than George, had been born in Armidale, New South Wales, and at the age of fifteen had won first prize in the Bowral Art Competition organised by Arthur Streeton. Her success led her to the Ashton School, where she met George regularly both in classes and elsewhere (she was a close friend of his studio-companion Syd Long). Ashton remembered her as ‘a charming, amiable youngster and a favourite with everyone in the school, where she remained until she was about twenty’. When she ‘entered upon the usual pilgrimage to London’, and enrolled at the St John’s Wood School, she was twenty-five – a beautiful, tall, dark-haired, languorous and dignified woman doggedly devoted to George’s example and personality.


To start with, George greeted Thea as a willing pupil and a friend in need. Both he and Amy well understood the loneliness of an Australian recently arrived in London, and enjoyed the sense of continuity she gave them with their past. They helped her find a cheap flat in Oakley Street, Chelsea, and welcomed her into their lives. They invited her to meals, and to accompany them on the few visits to concerts and the theatre that their income allowed. George even occasionally allowed her to use his studio, and encouraged her to leave what she considered the ‘very bad’ St John’s Wood Art School and move to the Royal Academy School. At St John’s Wood, she told the Australian painter Roland Wakelin in the 1960s, ‘drawing was taught by methods popular at that time but which would appear preposterous to students of today. No lines were allowed to establish the contours, but some sort of tonal representation of the model was built up by means of powdered chalk applied with a stump.’


Before Thea could act on George’s advice, the long hours in the poorly-lit St John’s Wood School caused her to strain her eyes, and the chance of entering the RA School was lost. The injury resulted in her having to wear spectacles, and in the self-portrait she drew soon after adopting them, we have our first clear view of her in London. She looks quizzical and strong-willed, her dark hair combed loosely back from her forehead, her head slightly tilted to one side, her eyes gazing straight out through the round frames of her spectacles. Her nose is slightly snub, and broadens at the nostrils into a delicate flair. Her mouth is narrow and tight-lipped.


Thea’s disappointment at not being able to enter the RA School made her rely even more heavily on the Lamberts for company and comfort. While they were still living in Shepherd’s Bush – they were shortly to move to Chelsea themselves – she established a pattern of life with them which was to last for the rest of George’s time in London. Amy took it for granted that Thea would drop in most days for supper, and George encouraged her to visit him very regularly in his studio to pose for him. Her liking for expensive clothes suited the dressy elegance of his early London works. Amy was relieved to be spared always having to act as a model herself, and was grateful to Thea for any help she gave around the house. George, too, welcomed Thea’s regular companionship, as well as her views on painting. These coincided closely with his own; she was a devoted admirer of strictly representational drawing and, like him, revered the Old Masters above all other painters. In later years – and especially in Australia during the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s – her work in portraits and coloured wood-blocks was to become much more fluid and ‘rhythmic’ than he would have liked. In London, though, fashionable contemporary influences only confirmed their taste for rigid designing. Sixty years later Roland Wakelin was to write that 




Miss Proctor has often talked with me about [those early days] in London. Of how she met Charles Conder at a party where Lambert, Ricketts, Shannon and others were present. And there was a luncheon at the home of Lady Davis; a round table (with a Rodin sculpture in the centre) in a large hall, and in a smaller dining room the walls were covered with grey watered silk and hung with pictures by Whistler: ‘At the Piano’, the ‘Symphony in White’ and many others. Good taste was the keynote for all this, for Whistler’s influence was now being felt. It is not surprising that [she] was profoundly impressed and stimulated by all she saw after what she had been used to in Sydney, and it is not surprising that at that time she would have been strongly influenced by Conder’s work. Miss Proctor now deprecates that influence.





Much as Amy enjoyed having the tedium of her life at home broken by calls from Thea, her pleasure became increasingly liable to interruption by outbursts of exasperation. Thea, Amy’s niece Dulcie said later, was not good at helping with the baby and with household chores. More seriously, Amy resented Thea’s invasion of her marriage. Dulcie remembers Amy frequently asking George, ‘Must Thea come here so often?’ – not because she nagged or importuned, but simply because she stopped Amy seeing her husband alone. Although Thea and Amy remained friends for the rest of their lives, Amy’s affections were always darkened by a feeling that Thea had compromised her marriage. George’s paintings were a continual reminder of this conflict – not only because they made the intrusion into her marriage permanent and public, but because they brought home to her with painful clarity the reasons why she might feel jealous of Thea. George’s portraits of Thea – now and for the next several years – show a slender, patrician, well-dressed stylist. Amy, in the portraits George painted of her, presents a marked contrast. The delicate good looks she had had as a girl in Australia rapidly disappeared after the birth of her first child. Under its thick swag of hair her face thickened, her figure broadened, her arms grew pudgy, and her mouth lost its charming pout. The sexy young wife, the paintings say, soon turned into a homely matron.


George’s attitude to Thea slowly grew similarly ambivalent – but his feelings were more powerful, and more explosive. Initially his absences in his studio meant that he was spared the full force of Thea’s effect on his home, and he was more tolerant than Amy of her intense, detailed conversations about painting. As time passed, however, even he was irritated by Thea’s languorousness. His wish to lead the life of a dashing young artist-about-town was jeopardised by a double dose of domesticity. One way of glamorising this set-up, of course, would be to say that George and Thea were lovers.


The exact nature of their relationship is inaccessible, to say the least. If Amy feared that Thea and George were lovers, she never voiced her thoughts, and Thea and George left no evidence to prove that they were. No confidential diaries and no indiscreet reminiscences survive – and Thea, when she died in 1966 at the age of eighty-seven, burnt all her letters from George. George’s own surviving letters are, in relation to Thea at least, models of tact. The nearest he gets to making a tender remark about her is a reference to her as ‘the brown-haired girl’ when reporting to Jose in May 1904 that she was recovering from measles.


The truth of their feelings for each other is further complicated by a babble of second-hand opinion. One of George’s closest companions in the 1920s, still living in Sydney, insists that George and Thea were indeed lovers – ‘You just had to see the way they were’ – but this version is contradicted by others who saw the couple together. Dulcie is particularly emphatic:




Thea admired George tremendously and I am sure that’s all there was from her … she was tall, elegant, cool, with a hesitating little voice. It was my impression (but I might be wrong) that she was incapable of feeling any kind of passion or sexual feeling – for anybody. George was capable of it, of course, and he was obviously very fond of her. But she also irritated him – always hanging round him. At least after a bit. Saying ‘Oh Lambert’, and getting in the way.





This opinion is corroborated by the candour of George’s dealings with Thea. She sat for him in his studio, and visited his house without any kind of furtiveness. Amy was not only tolerant of her, but usually actually affectionate towards her. Although Amy’s feelings for George were eventually to become so self-sacrificing as to make her life a misery, she was a proud and possessive wife, and was certainly capable of objecting to unfaithfulness. No record exists of any such complaint.


In fact George’s sexual behaviour, as we shall see during his time in Australia later in his life, was strictly orthodox and controlled. His masculinity was the sort which flourished on fresh air and exercise – boxing and riding – rather than on lady-killing. Furthermore, he thought that his gifts as an artist depended on sexual abstinence, and his belief is lent a good deal of weight by the portrait of Thea that he began in 1903 in his studio in Lansdowne Road. Its potency depends greatly on its restraint. Thea is shown three-quarter length, wearing a polka-dot dress and wide-brimmed hat, seated in an imaginary parkland which in its energetic but summary treatment is strongly reminiscent of Gainsborough. Like other of George’s portraits of the period, it is aristocratic and gracious, but the handling of the paint – a subtly unified range of browns, blues and whites – is intensely sensuous. The dress is flimsily fluid, the ungloved hands relaxed. In the middle background, beside a small pond, two hounds can be made out pursuing a white stag. No doubt George meant the images to conjure up an almost courtly association, but their symbolic value disturbingly ruffles the poise evident elsewhere in the painting. Far from suggesting that Thea embodies an idea of virtue which is under threat, the hounds raise the thought that George himself felt pursued by the two women in his life. This small detail, taken with the composure of the central image, moderates the painting’s erotic charge by suggesting the dangers of involvement. It conspires with everything we know about the attitudes and circumstances which governed George’s behaviour, to prompt the conclusion that although Thea had become – and was to remain – one of the two most important people in George’s life, her role was confined to performing the offices of friend and acolyte.


The ‘Portrait of Thea Proctor’ was the first of George’s paintings to be exhibited in the Royal Academy (George and Amy later kept it at home, and Amy eventually gave it to Thea in 1946. It now hangs in the Art Gallery of New South Wales.) But this first step in George’s progress towards acceptance by the London artistic establishment did little to improve his financial affairs. As long as Davis and the Halfords continued to patronise him, his family was able to enjoy moments of comparative comfort – Davis introduced George to Rodin when the sculptor was in England to arrange a site for ‘The Burghers of Calais’, regularly entertained the Lamberts to dinner at his house near George’s studio in Lansdowne Road (under an Inigo Jones ceiling which is now in the Victoria and Albert Museum), and occasionally asked them to his country retreat, Chilham Castle in Kent. But even Davis’s generosity was not boundless and when, in 1904, a tenant was found for the studio he had lent George, the family had to reorganise themselves. Jose came to their rescue. He had recently been appointed The Times’s correspondent in Sydney, and offered them the remainder of the lease on a flat he had taken near the Bishop’s Palace in Fulham. It was here that Amy had her second child. She records the event in her reminiscences with the same parenthetical casualness that she had used three years earlier to welcome Maurice: ‘a second son, Constant, was born in August 1905. He, too, was very soon included in the family portrait groups.’


George needed a studio, as well as a house, and Thea recommended that he look in Chelsea, which was not only her own home, but by then was well established as the centre of London’s Bohemian artistic life. He settled on Rossetti Studios in Flood Street, near Thea’s house in Oakley Street. ‘The new studio,’ Amy said,




was a furnished one which meant in this case that it was crowded with the neglected yet hoarded accumulata of a woman painter who had married and left London. For this reason it was cheaper than many an unfurnished one, but the space was restricted. What had been designed for a bedroom was a dusty glory-hole crowded with old furniture and canvasses, into which we managed to pack some more derelict pieces to relieve the congestion of the studio.





The room next to this ‘glory-hole’ was George’s centre of operations for the next nine years, and it saw the creation of most of his finest work. Towards the end of his time in Lansdowne Road, his confidence had markedly increased – the change is most obvious in the ‘Portrait of Thea Proctor’, and in a half-length self-portrait which two members of the International Society, F. Derwent Wood and George Henry, admired so much that they threatened to resign if it was omitted from the Society’s annual exhibition. In Rossetti Studios George acquired even greater skills. The rigid manner he had learnt from Ashton was replaced by a simpler style, a more coherent sense of overall design, and a warmer, more luscious use of colour. These developments were quickened by the complexities of his private life. Among the earliest major works produced in the Rossetti Studios, for instance, was ‘The Blue Hat’. It shows Amy, seated, surrounded by her children while Thea looks over them wearing an expression which mixes affection with a sense of exclusion. It suggests relief that the children are not hers, to encumber her, and disappointment that she cannot share their mother’s intimacy with the painter.


When exhibited in the New Salon in Paris, ‘The Blue Hat’ was judged ‘The Picture of the Year’, and so impressed one of those who saw it – the Baron de Neufville – that he commissioned what was to become another of George’s outstanding early London works: ‘Lotty and the Lady’ (1906). This painting, which shows an elegantly-dressed Thea seated in a kitchen attended by an inconspicuously-dressed servant, is less remarkable for the expertise of its technique than for its presentation of the psychological warfare which George was waging with his immediate circle. By placing Thea in a kitchen he allows her stylishness to seem dramatic, and yet also contains it by making her seem superfluous to the family proper. Taken with the several other paintings produced between 1904 and 1910 – among them ‘Family Group’ (1905), ‘The Mother’ (1907), ‘The Bathers’ (1908), ‘Portrait Group’ (1909), and the ‘Holiday in Essex’ (1910) – ‘Lotty and the Lady’ testifies to a family drama which George never realised, or even mentioned, in other than painterly terms. These works illustrate one of the enduring and unlikeable paradoxes which give a controlling shape to this crucial period of his career: his charm and talent were sufficient to provoke admiring dependency in both Amy and Thea, and his self-regard and wish for objectivity were great enough to allow him to excuse himself from any resulting complications.


Just as George’s involvement with his subjects in these early English works is both provocative and detached, so his attitude to technical problems is both inventive and submissive. Throughout his time in London, but especially during the first few years, he welcomed local influences with the same enthusiasm that he had previously shown to others in Paris. As before, his aim was to find a modern idiom in which to express the principles exemplified by the Old Masters. He was encouraged by several of the contemporary artists he now began to meet – notably William Orpen, John Singer Sargent and Augustus John.


Until George began to consort with these fellow-painters, he had done his best to disguise the fact that he felt isolated from the artistic world to which he aspired. He had contented himself with the company of fellow expatriates like Coates, with the mixed blessings of his home life, and with the satisfaction of watching his work improve and find an audience. A more glamorous existence had so far been prevented by his poverty, his knowledge that his early training at Ashton’s School in Sydney had set him behind his English contemporaries, and by his awkwardness at being a ‘colonial’. But now, three years after he had arrived in London, his reputation had grown, his income had risen, and his hopes of joining the smart Chelsea artistic society had blossomed.


John was the person who attracted him most strongly – and who also influenced him most powerfully, at home and at work. In 1901 John had married Ida Nettleship, and in 1903 they had scandalised polite society – and endeared themselves to their raffish Chelsea colleagues – by forming a ménage à trois with Dorothy McNeill (‘Dorelia’). This arrangement had been established at almost exactly the same time that Thea arrived in London, and there is no doubt that George had John in mind when organising his own life. (The names of the women involved – Ida and Dorelia, Amy and Thea – obligingly chime with each other.) The John household and the Lambert household rarely mingled (though John lived close to Oakley Street, in Manresa Road) but George was immensely impressed by John’s daredevilry, his gypsy looks, and his athleticism (John was a powerful swimmer). In a photograph taken a few years later, George adopts a typically temperamental John-like pose – slumped in a chair in his studio, wearing a paint-bespattered smock, his hair tousled, his moustache bristling and his beard pointed, a cigarette negligently jutting from one hand, and his gaze moodily refusing to meet the camera’s eye.
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