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To my sister, Suzie Higgie, magic musician
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Prologue



‘I thought: I cannot bear this world a moment longer. Then, child, make another.’


Madeline Miller, Circe (2018)


In 1996, I went to a Greek island to write a novel about a nineteenth-century fairy painter. Twenty-five years later, I returned to write about women artists and the spirit world.


In Greece, the idea of magical women is nothing new. For more than twelve centuries, the High Priestess at the Temple of Apollo – also known as the Oracle of Delphi – counselled mortals, and even today, each mention of Athens invokes the goddess of wisdom and war. Recitations of Ancient Greek poetry always begin with an entreaty to the nine female Muses – the source of all inspiration. Their mother, Mnemosyne, is the goddess of memory.


Both periods in my life were times of great transition. In 1996, I was a painter working as a waitress who was becoming a writer; little did I suspect that on my return to London, I would become an editor at a contemporary art magazine, something I had never imagined or planned. Two decades later, I left my job at frieze to write full time. Everything felt hopeful and precarious; to make such a leap involves levels of self-confidence I wasn’t entirely sure I possessed. But something needed to change. The relentlessness of it all had worn me out: the juggling involved in trying to write alongside a full-time job, the endless daily decisions, the keeping abreast of every twist and turn of the contemporary art world, and the constant demand to have an opinion. In the late summer of 2021, I, like everyone else, was rocked by the interminable pandemic, but the enforced solitude made something very clear. I wanted to return to a place of speculation, to open myself up to new ways of inhabiting the world. I wanted to embrace doubt, nurture curiosity, write with no conclusion. The precariousness of it all – financial, emotional, intellectual – scared me. What I longed for was a kind of re-enchantment – something that art is very good at.
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Marble statue of Athena from east pediment of Temple
of Athena Polis, 520 BCE


In the Aegean, transience is normal. Islands appear and disappear in the heat; the edges of things – land, buildings, thoughts – feel tremulous in the dazzling light. I arrived on Amorgos in late August 2021 bone-tired with insomnia, the pandemic, the sodden grey London skies. But summer in Greece has a way of lifting even the most doom-laden of spirits. For the first time in a long while, waking up was a joy. Each day was mine to do with as I pleased; in my bolder moments I felt that the future would take care of itself. I’d wander barefoot onto the sunny terrace, looking out to sea, drinking coffee to the sound of cicadas and the distant boom of the ferries. Occasionally, I’d paint a watercolour, unconcerned as to whether or not it was good. My friends and I drove across the island, exploring ancient sites and empty coves and climbed the 300 steps to the spectacular Monastery of Hozoviotissa, that was somehow built on a precipice in 1017. In the Aegean, unlike the Pacific, the ocean I grew up with, sea creatures can’t kill you. In the midday heat, we swam in water so clear and blue it was like floating in warm air. The immensity of the natural world dwarfed us; all that surrounded us was water and, in the distance, cliffs and a few small rocky beaches. We might have been alone on Earth. I liked to think it was the same view a swimmer might have experienced a thousand years ago; somehow, it was reassuring to be reminded that I was insignificant in the grand scheme of things. In the heat of the afternoon, we retreated into the cool of our rooms to write, where I time-travelled to the worlds of remarkable women for whom being an artist was less a career than a calling; women who found solace in the spiritual realm because the physical one was too hostile to their seemingly limitless talents. The things that I and many of my friends worry about – how to live a creative life and pay the bills – meant little to these artists, even the ones who struggled financially. They knew that our time on this planet is brief, and they responded to it, in the main, with joy and energy. Long dead, they still blaze with life.
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Drowsing in the heat, I kept thinking about an exhibition that I had visited on a rainy afternoon in July 2021, just as lockdown momentarily lifted in London. Titled ‘Strange Things Among Us’, it was staged at the College of Psychic Studies, founded in 1884 and housed in a grand Victorian townhouse in South Kensington. Four floors of rooms were filled with spirit photography, psychic drawings and paintings, Ouija boards, planchettes and more. Faces emerged from the ether; flowers bloomed from chalky ground; minds clicked like cameras. The exhibition was enthralling, not least in the way it cast a new light on a famously censorious era: the nineteenth century. The curator, Vivienne Roberts, showed me around. She explained that by focusing on various preternatural energies – auras, souls, visions, spirits, ghosts – she wanted to explore how ‘the strange things among us’ have the power not to terrify but ‘to evoke awe and wonder in our lives’. In one of the strangest years in recent times, I drank it up.


To trust in art is to trust in mystery. The suggestion that no serious artist would attempt to communicate with, or about, the dead or other realms falls apart with the most perfunctory scrutiny. Across the globe, the spirit world has shaped culture for millennia. In the West, the Bible was the source of most pre-modern art – and it’s full of magic, the supernatural and non-human agents. Where would the Renaissance be without its saints, angels and devils, its visions of humans manipulated by powers beyond their comprehension? Or Ancient Greece without its gods and goddesses, who shape-shifted at the drop of a hat? Or, for that matter, the many riches of First Nations art? But then art itself is a form of alchemy – the transformation of one thing (an idea, a material) into another. It is in its nature to be allusive rather than literal, to deal in association, symbol and encryption, to honour intuition and imagination over reason – all of this chimes with much magical practice. It’s as unconcerned as a prophet with accuracy.


Physicists tell us that our reading of time is crude, but artists have always known this; they constantly mine the past even as they’re imagining possible futures. How can change – be it new machines or new ideas – be visualised if it can’t first be imagined? And who would ever assume that imaginations run along straight lines? Most artists are, in some shape or form, time-travellers and ghost-whisperers. They have myriad ways of accessing the dead: via the tangible proof of their thinking – books or paintings or music, say – or through more esoteric means: mediumship, intuition, ritual, dreams, call it what you will. Although numerous nineteenth- and early twentieth-century artists created their pictures via spirit communication, the more I discovered about them, the less I cared about the veracity of their claims about connecting with the dead. The creative act is often mystifying; to pin it down and dissect it is possibly the least interesting – and possibly most futile – thing you can do with it.


I’m fascinated by the ways in which arcane beliefs have influenced the course of art over the past 150 years or so and, in particular, the drawings, paintings and sculptures made by women. For too long, these works were seen either as fascinating curios or sidelined or omitted from Western art history, despite the clear and documented reality of their existence. Even in art, reason, order and ambition were considered to be masculine traits; men were active and intellectual, whereas women were assumed to be passive, fragile and emotional. Many of the explorations and innovations of artists who happened to be women were seen as eccentric – although in the early days of modernism they often drank from the same spiritual well as their male contemporaries, many of whom were lauded. However, it’s not only the omission of female artists from art history that is significant: in the nineteenth century, some of them were also vocal about women’s rights. It’s hard not to see a correlation between their criticism of patriarchal power structures and their absence from the male-shaped canon. Sometimes, the best way to shut someone up is to ignore them.


It’s worth reiterating that finding inspiration from the deep past does not mean avoiding the present. The falsehoods we have been told about women’s contributions to the artistic life, for one, dissolve in the face of historical fact. Despite being taught for too long that culture was, in the main, shaped by men, there are well-documented accounts of mythic and historic women who exerted their influence across all spheres. But of course, it’s only very recently that women’s contribution to art (and everything else) has been acknowledged. Gender exclusion, including that of queer, trans or non-binary artists, is just one of numerous omissions. First Nations artists, artists of colour, those who weren’t professionally trained or who are differently abled, all were – and in many cases, still are – sidelined or ignored. A true story of art should reflect the fact that humans make art, and that what it means to be human is infinitely variable. What is clear is that at a time when women didn’t have the vote and were barred, in the main, from training as professional artists – and had to acquiesce to masculine authority on just about everything – Spiritualism allowed not only a creative and personal freedom but a sense of community free of male control and criticism.


Today, the words ‘spiritual’ and ‘soul’ have become kitsch approximations of immateriality that imply a vague yet sincere search for something inexpressible and communicated from a higher plane. But still the question lingers: What is a spirit? God’s prophetic voice? Someone who has died but refuses to rest? An ancestor? An immaterial energy? A sense? An agent of good or evil? A belief in a god or goddess is an equally complicated business; even the meaning of the word ‘god’ is open-ended. Is it an energy or a being? Male, female or gender nonconforming? A human in spirit form or something or someone beyond our comprehension? Each artist who has grappled with these questions has come up with a different answer.


It wasn’t so long ago that Spiritualism – the belief that the living could communicate with the dead – was a fresh idea, a subject loaded with potential, and it had an immense influence on the trajectory of modern art. And yet, the esoteric impulses of many avant-garde artists from the mid-nineteenth century to the present – including those expressed by successful male artists, such as Paul Klee, Piet Mondrian and Wassily Kandinsky – were, for decades, all but brushed aside. As the art historian Charlene Spretnak observes: ‘One cannot grasp the complexity and depth of modern and contemporary art if the spiritual dimension is ignored, denied, downplayed or dismissed.’


Across millennia, innumerable painters, sculptors and filmmakers have used various forms of enchantment as a springboard to explore the recesses of their minds and the symbolic possibilities of their lived experiences. In recent years, more and more exhibitions have focused on the creative endeavours of mediums, mystics and channellers – many of them women. The originality and power of much of the art created by these artists is astonishing. When watercolours by the little-known nineteenth-century English spirit channeller Georgiana Houghton (1814–1884) were exhibited in London in 2016, critics raved: the Sunday Times declared that ‘we are learning something crucial here […] about the origins of all art, and the insistent templates for it that survive in the collective unconscious’. In 2018, the Serpentine Gallery in London held the first UK solo exhibition of the Swiss researcher, healer, naturopath and artist Emma Kunz (1892–1963); it included forty or so of her geometric ‘energy-field’ drawings, which she used to heal patients and which were never shown in her lifetime. In the same year, ‘Paintings for the Future’ – an exhibition of works by the Swedish visionary artist Hilma af Klint (1862–1944) – opened at the Guggenheim in New York. It attracted more than 600,000 visitors, making it the most popular exhibition in the institution’s sixty-year history. The Tate recently acquired more than 5,000 sketches, drawings and paintings by the British Surrealist and occultist Ithell Colquhoun (1906–1988); and London’s Drawing Room and the Hayward Gallery Touring staged ‘Not Without My Ghosts: The Artist as Medium’, an exhibition of artists from the past and present whose work was, or is, inspired by mediumistic methodologies. In 2019, the Whitney Museum in New York held the first retrospective of the German-born American ‘desert transcendentalist’ Agnes Pelton (1881–1961), whose work was inspired by various strands of mysticism. The critic Ben Davis described it as part of ‘a vogue that is currently rewriting how museums approach the history of modern art’. In late 2021, ‘Witch Hunt’ opened in the Hammer Museum and the Institute of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles: it included sixteen mid-career women from thirteen countries who are pushing back against the patriarchy via explorations of the body, mysticism, new ecologies, myriad forms of protest and symbolism. Around the same time, ‘New Time: Art and Feminisms in the 21st Century’ – 140 works by seventy-six artists – opened at the Berkeley Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive. Aspara DiQuinzio, the show’s co-curator, declared that ‘there has never been a more relevant time to think about a new path forward for society than now’. Her exhibition devoted a section to ‘Gender Alchemy’, which one reviewer described as ‘something magical: artists transcending the strict male-female binary through fluid or hybrid imagery’. Across 2021 and 2022, the exhibition ‘Supernatural America: The Paranormal in American Art’ toured to three museums. Alongside contemporary art, it included 220 objects – from First Nations artefacts to documentation of the Salem Witch Trials, to art made in the name of Afrofuturism – a movement that spans media, sci-fi, fantasy, history and myth to reconnect a Black diaspora with their African ancestry. In the introduction to the enormous catalogue, Katherine Luber, director of the Minneapolis Institute of Art, declared: ‘Instead of treating spirit artists or mediums as specimens of outliers, weird or “making it up” ‘Supernatural America’ takes their accounts seriously and asserts that what they sense is real.’ In April 2022, the main exhibition of the 59th Venice Biennale opened; it included 213 artists from fifty-eight countries – and for the first time in its 127-year history, it showcased a majority of female artists. Curated by artistic director Cecilia Alemani, it was titled ‘The Milk of Dreams’ after a book of illustrated children’s stories by the Surrealist artist Leonora Carrington which describes a world filled with magical energies, where life is shaped through the prism of the imagination. Cecilia explained that four questions shaped her thinking: ‘How is the definition of the human changing? What constitutes life, and what differentiates plant and animal, human and non-human? What are our responsibilities towards the planet, other people, and other life forms? And what would life look like without us?’ Around the same time that ‘The Milk of Dreams’ opened, ‘Surrealism and Magic: Enchanted Modernity’ opened at the Peggy Guggenheim Collection on the Grand Canal in Venice – the first large-scale exhibition to examine Surrealism’s interest in magic and the occult. Gražina Subelyte, one of the show’s co-curators, writes in the catalogue that: ‘During a time of unprecedented global conflict, the Surrealists embraced magic and the occult primarily as metaphors of change, using them as symbolic discourses with which to map their faith in a time of healing after the war.’ It could be a description of many artists working today.


It’s clear that the spirits are back in favour. There’s a groundswell of interest in ways of understanding the world, and our place in it that, at best, honours the complexities of the past as it accommodates natural, even cosmic, rhythms. I, and many of my friends, find solace in the hazy promise of words that thrive on their intermingling: magic, myth, mystery, Spiritualism, spirituality. They’re the things – feelings, ideas, instincts – we can’t always put our fingers on but often (and often secretly) hunger for when we’re confronted by the thought: Is this all there is? Many of us search for something intangible that, we hope, might heal us – of our grief, our fears, our longings, our all too fallible bodies, our materialism. Perhaps what we really crave is to become magical ourselves; transcendent creatures not ground down by bills, work, family; the stress and strains of the physical realm. Yoga and meditation have never been more popular in the West, while magic, meditation and naturopathy have become big business. The New Yorker recently reported that almost ‘a third of Americans say they have communicated with someone who has died, and they collectively spend more than two billion dollars a year for psychic services on platforms old and new […].’ In 2021, Netflix broadcast a serious six-part documentary titled Surviving Death which, via case studies, argued persuasively about the possibility of life after death. The director, Ricki Stern, told the Guardian: ‘I would call myself a sort of non-believer, but someone who was open to it.’


There are currently more than a hundred Spiritualist churches in the United States, more than three hundred in the United Kingdom, and hundreds of others in more than thirty countries around the world. The hashtag ‘witch’ has over 18 million posts on Instagram and more than 5 billion people have watched #witchtok videos. Feminist witch parties are popular with millennials and astrology and tarot are booming. Aspects of esotericism have also become popular with the LGBTIQ+ community, some of whom have embraced the occult as a space that has long pushed back against binary definitions. Tomás Prower, the author of Queer Magic: LGBT+ Spirituality and Culture from Around the World, explains that his book is a response to the fact that in most religious, spiritual and magical traditions non-heteronormative individuals have, at some point, ‘been variously recognized for their innate power’ – a power emerging from an approach to life that embraces a fluidity to which esoteric beliefs have always been attuned.


It’s important, though, to remember that despite the current swell of interest in all things magic, these beliefs are not new – far from it. As Jamie Sutcliffe asks in his introduction to his recent Reader on magic, which is co-published by London’s Whitechapel Gallery: ‘What would it mean for us to accept the mysterious currents of magical intrigue that animate human cultures with the spirit of speculation as an unceasing continuum? What if we had never really been disenchanted?’ It’s apt that the origins of the word ‘occult’ lie in the Latin occullere, meaning to conceal or hide: generally speaking, it embodies the search for knowledge – about ourselves, the planet – that has been hidden from us, often in plain sight. And what is art if not a revealing of hidden truths?


Within this renewal of interest in all things magical lies something sincere and grounded in historical fact: the desire to respond to the unknown or the unseen not with terror but with curiosity; to see mystery as a signifier of possibility, as something to thrill at, to explore, to dig into; as a way of thinking that counters the so-called rationalism that has resulted in our sickened planet, our seemingly infinite capacity for cruelty and inequality, and the rampant disrespect humans display towards nature and non-human species.


While artist mediums – whose popularity surged in the nineteenth century – believe that the dead, or spirits, can be contacted, how they express their knowledge has been tremendously varied and culturally specific. Some create abstract or diagrammatic paintings and drawings or compose pictures that, however obliquely, reference both physical and psychic spaces. Some channel spirit guides, while others are receptive to dreams, origin myths, occult knowledge, alchemical symbolism and philosophical systems such as Theosophy – a synthesis of religions, science, colour theory and philosophy co-founded by the enigmatic and controversial Russian émigré Helena Blavatsky in 1875 (more on her later). Other artist mediums are aligned with art movements such as Surrealism that celebrate the unconscious or are inspired by a mêlée of esoteric ideas without identifying with any particular belief system. More and more, I hear artists describe themselves as ‘spiritual’ but when pressed to explain what they mean, they often struggle for words. Generally speaking, it would seem to indicate a strong feeling – or hope – that there is more to existence than meets the eye.


It’s important to remember that art, unlike science, is not reducible to a formula. Perhaps this is why the spirit world (a loose term) and art have co-existed for so long: both summon something from nothing, are preoccupied, to varying degrees, with a hunger for change and a reliance on authorities that – and often, who – cannot be verified. Even the most fluent art critics and experts are guided by their own tastes, prejudices, preconceptions and belief systems.


This book is, in no way, conclusive; rather, it’s a collection of reflections and memories exploring this particular historical moment from a personal perspective. It grew from my fascination with the connections between women and spirit worlds in both the art of the past and that of the present, and how they intertwine with healing and nature – literally and symbolically – and what they might be able to teach us about new ways of shaping the future. But it’s important to stress that while the artists who interest me are linked by their openness to different realms, the similarity ends there: each has her own story to tell. As do I.





A Season in the Life of a Thought



‘To see a World in a Grain of Sand


And a Heaven in a Wild Flower


Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand


And Eternity in an hour’


William Blake, ‘Auguries of Innocence’ (1863)


Time drifts in the heat. Long-buried memories float to the surface. One, in particular: a painting I made when I was sixteen in the late 1970s: a study in green and yellow I titled A Season in the Life of a Thought. I painted it after reading William Blake’s poem ‘Auguries of Innocence’.
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A Season in the Life of a Thought


All those decades ago, I lay on the ground and observed, as closely as I could, a blade of grass. I zoomed right in and infinite patterns, shifts in tone and colour became apparent. Around me, the hot Australian summer pulsated to the sound of cicadas. The blue sky stretched into infinity. The earth was dry; it crackled softly when I walked on it. But Blake – who claimed to see a fairy funeral at the bottom of his garden, angels in the trees and the spirit of the poet John Milton as a star who fell on his foot – was right: there was a world in there. It was remarkable how much was going on in a space smaller than my fingernail. I translated my findings and my feelings into oil paint as faithfully as my limited skills would allow, and my portentously titled painting was born: a mess of smudged greens and browns, flashes of yellows held together by blurred black lines. That the result didn’t look much like anything in the so-called real world was, I felt, par for the course: nature – or, indeed, life – was far more mysterious than the sum of its very complicated parts.


I created my painting soon after my high-school art teacher taught us about abstraction. Between 1910 and 1914, we learned, the Russian-French artist Wassily Kandinsky painted seven Compositions, in which he explored how to transform feeling into form. In 1911, Composition V came into being, a work that was, for many years, widely credited as the first abstract oil painting in Western art, a claim that – without detracting from the artist’s talent – has now been widely debunked. Our teacher declared Kandinsky a genius who had changed the course of art, along with a group of other men including Robert Delaunay, Paul Klee, František Kupka, Kazimir Malevich, Franz Marc and Piet Mondrian, all of whom, to varying degrees, achieved fame in their lifetimes by apparently creating the first non-figurative pictures in the European tradition. In a heartbeat, I was in love: the pictures swirled, pulsated, expressed life as something vivid, explosive, unstable. They were as restless as I was.


Kandinsky’s tastes were eclectic. A gifted musician, he had trained as a lawyer and only turned to art at thirty. He practised meditation and visualisation and had a library filled with occult texts. Like so many of his avant-garde friends, he was in thrall to Theosophy. He was also a follower of the artist, educator and founder of Anthroposophy Rudolf Steiner, who claimed to be clairvoyant, and who believed that Kandinsky had mediumistic powers too. Kandinsky held that a new, more spiritual era was coming – and that art, freed of the rusty chains of representation, could herald its arrival in an explosion of colour and form. Questions hovered: What should this new artform look like? How to picture an aura or a soul? How best to visualise modernity’s exciting disorientations?


Technological developments and discoveries – X-rays, electricity, the atom – intrigued not only Kandinsky but numerous avant-garde artists because, for the first time, invisible energies could be visualised. Kandinsky came to believe that conventional figuration – objects and people painted as they appear – fell short of conveying the complexities of an interior life, which he felt we all have access to but often struggle to articulate or acknowledge. He felt that art is born in a ‘mysterious and secret’ way and he wanted painting to aspire to the condition of music, developing his concept of ‘synaesthesia’, or the translation of sound or music into form. He claimed to see music and hear paintings: ‘In music a light blue is like a flute, a darker blue a cello; a still darker a thunderous double bass; and the darkest blue of all – an organ.’ In 1911, a concert of Arnold Schoenberg’s atonal compositions inspired one of Kandinsky’s earliest abstract canvases.


In the same year, Kandinsky published the essay that was to have an enormous impact on the development of modern art: ‘Towards the Spiritual in Art’. In it, he posits the idea that in order to express abstract truths, art need not be representational. ‘Colour,’ he wrote, ‘is the keyboard, the eyes are the hammers, the soul is the piano with many strings. The artist is the hand which plays, touching one key or another, to cause vibrations in the soul.’ Believing that ‘the measure of freedom of each age must be constantly enlarged’, he approvingly quotes Madame Blavatsky: ‘The earth will be a heaven in the twenty-first century in comparison with what it is now’. His essay is full of questions about the potential of art to express an inner reality, but ultimately, it’s a rally cry: ‘There is no “must” in art,’ he writes, ‘because art is free.’ He felt that enigma was the lifeblood of art: without it, an image – an idea – is too easily reduced. The act of looking should be one of boundless discovery. ‘It is the conviction,’ he wrote, ‘that nothing mysterious can ever happen in our everyday life that has destroyed the joy of abstract thought.’


Looking at Kandinsky’s pictures in reproduction filled me with the same sense of anarchic possibility I felt listening to the post-punk bands so popular among the youthful cognoscenti of Canberra. Kandinsky refused to believe that what we could see was all there was, proposing nothing less than the dissolving of external reality to express a profound truth about the nature of being. Abstraction did not mean absence of meaning: quite the opposite. It meant allowing new meanings in. Along with his fellow travellers, Kandinsky blasted light, colour and movement into the hushed galleries of Europe’s museums. He allowed paint to sing an atonal song and forged a new language from myriad old ones. He pushed hard against the conventions that inhibited him. But not all of them – even though many creative women were part of his circle, among the many composers and artists whom Kandinsky cites, none are female.


Although I saw something of myself in the maelstrom of Kandinsky’s pictures, as a young woman I was excluded from his world view – not that I took any notice; I was used to muscling myself into the story. But as teenage me tried to believe in what Kandinsky and my teacher called abstraction, the more I pushed against it: however hard I tried to embrace the transcendent intentions of Composition V, objects came crashing in: amid its cyclonic composition, I saw red-tipped paintbrushes and frothing clouds, a white horse and smudges of flowers; the profiles of thin men, a dust storm, a vicious wound, a blue satin hat.


I couldn’t imagine looking at something and not seeing something else. If I studied a flower, I recalled the sun; if I gazed at a wash of blue paint, I saw the sea. Also, in Australia, abstraction is a complicated concept: at a distance of four decades or so, I’m astonished that my teacher didn’t highlight the spiritual dimensions of First Nations art, created equally by men and women. The uninitiated describe these hypnotically beautiful paintings as abstract, when in fact they’re codified maps of the land and culturally specific representations of knowledge: ancestral stories embodied in pigment, form, colour and line – a language that has existed for for tens of thousands of years.
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Gabriele Münter, Kallmünz Bridge, Germany, 1903


As far as I recall, my teacher didn’t mention any women artists, either: the assumption lingered that, historically speaking, they didn’t exist. We weren’t taught that Kandinsky was in a long-term relationship with the German expressionist artist Gabriele Münter (1877–1962) or that Robert Delaunay was married to the Ukrainian-born French artist and designer Sonia Terk (Sonia Delaunay; 1885–1979), and that they were exploring the possibilities of a new kind of art together. Why not? Because it was the late 1970s and, despite the number of vociferous feminist art historians battling the canon, in my high school their voices were muted. The idea of art being an inclusive discipline was still a radical concept.


After Composition V was rejected for an exhibition staged by the Munich New Association of Artists in 1911, Kandinsky – along with fellow artists August Macke, Franz Marc, Gabriele Münter, Alexej von Jawlensky, Marianne von Werefkin and others – co-founded the avant-garde group Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider) to explore the possibility of expressing, by a variety of means and forms, the inner life of the artist.


The origins of the group’s name are vague. A Kandinsky painting from 1903 has the same title but in 1930 Kandinsky asserted that he and Franz Marc had come up with the name because they both loved the colour blue, horses and riders; Marc often employed animals as symbols of rebirth. The group’s first exhibition ran from 18 December 1911 to 1 January 1912 in the Moderne Galerie Heinrich Thannhauser in Munich. It comprised forty-three artworks by fourteen artists, including three women: von Werefkin, Münter and Natalia Goncharova (1881–1962). In February 1912, a second exhibition took place at Galerie Goltz, also in Munich: 315 works on paper by more than thirty artists, including Pablo Picasso and Paul Klee. For the next three years, works by Der Blaue Reiter artists toured Germany, Hungary, Norway, Finland and Sweden, creating controversy and interest wherever they went, but the First World War effectively put an end to this: both Macke and Marc were killed on the battlefields, in 1914 and 1916 respectively.


But despite their originality, these radical European artists were far from the first to make waves with their declarations around art and the ineffable. Decades earlier in England, the artist Georgiana Houghton had created a slew of deliriously complex and beautiful paintings and drawings, many of which contain elements of so-called abstraction. In Sweden, Hilma af Klint was pursuing a line of inquiry not dissimilar to that of Kandinsky – and interestingly, they both had work exhibited in the 1914 Baltic Exhibition in Malmö, although the women’s paintings were banished to two small back rooms near a stairwell and an emergency exit. Whereas Kandinsky was bold in his declarations of modernity, for Hilma, art was a method of investigation, a research tool, a salve for a broken world. She kept much of her radical artistic research under wraps (more on this later) and in the exhibition she was represented by her more conventional, figurative work. There’s no record of Kandinsky and af Klint ever meeting. What has become clear over the years, though, is that Houghton and af Klint weren’t alone. Far from it. Both of them were part of rich artistic communities.


For all Kandinsky’s brilliance, the suggestion that a European man ‘discovered’ abstract art at a precise date is plain silly. Yet, he was happy to perpetuate the untruth, writing to his New York gallerist in 1935 about a now lost 1911 work, baldly stating that: ‘Indeed, it’s the world’s first ever abstract picture, because back then, not one single painter was painting in an abstract style. A “historic” painting, in other words.’ When, in 1911, Kandinsky published ‘Concerning the Spiritual in Art’, it was a good five years after af Klint had begun The Paintings of the Temple and decades after other artists, such as Georgiana Houghton, had created their ‘spirit drawings’. But it is wrong to think that female creative achievement is isolated or rare. Over space and time, countless women artists have employed various forms of abstraction as a conduit to connect with, or respond to, non-physical realms. How they did this was wildly varied: art evolves in waves, in fits and starts, in bolts from the blue, in singular minds and collectively.


I wonder how I might have reacted all those years ago if my art teacher had shown me the paintings of Georgiana Houghton, Hilma af Klint and Gabriele Münter alongside those of Kandinsky, Mondrian and Klee. Or if she had taught us that while male artists forging new languages also had to battle prejudice, they had a massive advantage: by the simple fact of being men, they were challenging structures from a position that was far more secure and powerful – both legally and culturally – than their female equivalents.


I’ve written about this before, but I think it’s briefly worth repeating: even though there is clear documentation of women working professionally across Europe from the sixteenth century onwards, and First Nations women across the planet have been central to cultural expression for millennia, in the first editions of the most popular art-historical textbooks of the twentieth century, E.H. Gombrich’s Story of Art (1950) and H.W. Janson’s History of Art (1962) – the ones I studied in high school – the only women mentioned are those painted by men, and even their names are rare. Similarly, in the renowned art historian Kenneth Clark’s The Nude: A Study in Ideal Form – which was first published in 1956 and covers art from Ancient Greece to the 1930s – not a single female artist is cited. Women have always made art, but their journey to professionalism was, for centuries, hindered in countless ways – they had no political agency, were barred from life-drawing classes and public art schools, rendered unseen by most history books and dependent on men for financial support. Once she had a baby, the pressures a woman faced to stop making art were enormous; it’s extraordinary that so many managed to forge artistic careers against such heavy odds. But our ongoing exclusion isn’t simply the preserve of the past. In 2019, for example, the art critic Hettie Judah conducted fifty interviews with artist mothers in the UK and reported that:


… the impact of motherhood can be felt as soon as an artist knows she is pregnant. Already, there may be a shift in the behaviour of curators, gallerists and commissioning bodies. One pregnant artist had performances cancelled without consultation. Another experienced tension with a gallerist who did not approve of her decision to start a family. Others report work drying up, and diminishing communication from institutions, galleries and funding bodies.


And this, in a developed country in the twenty-first century. It’s hard to imagine how tough it must have been in earlier times. Although the situation has dramatically improved for women, statistics don’t lie. In America, the work of female artists constitutes only 13 per cent of the collections of eighteen major art museums put together. In Britain, it’s worse: female artists make up only 7 per cent of the art in the collections of top public museums.


If I, and my fellow students, had been exposed to the work of radical women artists and taught basic sociology, instead of the assumption that innovation was the preserve of powerful men, and the vitality of Composition V the achievement of a lone genius, I would have discovered that the evolution of any artistic language is complex, organic and unpredictable; part of a meandering, often heated, conversation that spans gender, race, borders, communities, belief systems and centuries and that, even now, hasn’t reached a conclusion. I might have understood that the liberation promised by new artistic languages applies to everyone – and that language is malleable. Would Kandinsky have created the work he became famous for without his spirited debates with Münter and other artists around 1910? It’s clear he was open to a new, more inclusive art history – one that embraced liminal states. As he wrote in ‘Concerning the Spiritual in Art’: ‘the measure of freedom of each age must be constantly enlarged’.


When you’re sixteen, nothing feels logical; you long for new languages to express your place in the world as the old ones seem so inadequate, so irrelevant, so indifferent. At night, my brain projected baffling dreams, and by day, my body was a riot of hormones and inarticulate longings. Although I was hungry to learn, I wasn’t sure what shape or direction it should take. Art, music, cinema and animals were my helpmates. Dazzled, I watched Derek Jarman’s The Tempest at Electric Shadows, our local arthouse cinema. A queer artist who considered film to be a kind of alchemy, Jarman’s world view – around the malleability of gender, language and art, be it film, painting or gardening – was joyously, startlingly liberating. The Tempest opens with an image of a sleeping woman who glitters, as if her very dreams have the power to dazzle her skin. Miranda is played by Toyah Wilcox, a popstar, among the most magical creatures of all. ‘Make thyself like a nymph of the sea!’ she is ordered. Could any command be more wondrous?


Despite my longing for a glimpse of somewhere else – a feeling which I hazily understood to indicate something beyond both mortal comprehension and homework – my family’s Presbyterianism didn’t cut it: the minister was kind, but his teachings felt stolid, even as he invoked the rule of supernatural beings. When I rode my horse into the hills around Canberra and told him about my trials and tribulations, his listening, twitching ears indicated near-mystical powers of empathy; he was a far more sensitive friend than many of the humans I knew.


[image: image]


Teenage me on my horse, Jason


I volunteered at Amnesty International and went on marches about the environment and witnessed the cruelty of our species – to each other, to the land, to non-humans – on a daily basis. Even at our local shops, the genial butcher horrified me; his walls were painted with images of happy animals, although he daily traded in their carcasses.


I gave up eating meat and remained alert, suspicious of the old orthodoxies, open to new energies. Terrible things happened. One friend died in a car accident, another of a drug overdose. A few years later, I lost two friends to suicide. Like so many people in mourning, I could not – cannot – wrap my head around the idea of their non-existence.


I look at my painting A Season in the Life of a Thought and now see it for what it is: as an oblique map of my teenage mind, a mess of suggestion, smudged lines and half-baked ideas struggling towards a conclusion it could never reach. But I have held onto it: battered and slightly faded, it’s on my sister’s wall at her home in a small country town in Australia. It’s something of a talisman: the first picture I ever made that meant something real to me; an image that embodied the struggle of trying to express something about a world that seemed inexplicable.





Enter the Fairies



‘Still there are seeds to be gathered, and room in the bag of stars.’


Ursula K. Le Guin, The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction (1986)


After high school, I was accepted into the painting department at the Canberra School of Art. For the first time in my life, I felt that I had found my people.


One summer, three friends and I spent weeks searching for a house to rent. We were young and broke, and the possibilities were gloomy and rundown. We were despairing when, out of the blue, one of us heard that a professor was going on sabbatical and looking for someone to house-sit. On a sunny Saturday morning, we arrived for our interview. The professor’s 1920s home had white floorboards covered in Afghan carpets and French windows that opened onto a garden full of native wildflowers; there were desert paintings on the walls and spacious bedrooms and a kitchen that gleamed with polished tiles. Weirdly, it was quite cheap, as the professor needed whoever moved in to be caretakers of his worldly goods. We offered ourselves up immediately. The professor professed himself equally delighted with us but just before we shook on it, he paused. ‘I feel you should know something,’ he said. We looked at him expectantly.


‘My home,’ he stated, ‘is haunted.’


It stunned us into silence. He was a man of wealth and authority, a professor, no less. We were taught to trust people like him. He went on: ‘The architect who designed this house died in the end room in the 1920s. He was obviously of a mischievous bent. Nothing malicious, but he likes playing tricks.’ He laughed. The sunlight danced across the floor. The cockatoos screeched in the garden. As one, we reassured him it didn’t matter; we were fine with ghosts. He handed over the keys and we moved in.


At first, we dismissed the professor’s warnings as the words of an eccentric. But strange things started happening. Heavy footsteps in an empty corridor in the middle of the day; bedsprings squeaking for no apparent reason; and, most disturbingly, a bulky bookshelf that moved across a room overnight – a room in which two friends were asleep. (Their rage in the morning that we had somehow played a trick on them negated any possibility that they were faking it.) I was spending a lot of time drawing in nature and felt a heightened relationship to the rhythms and energies of the bush, but after a while everything felt amplified, not just nature: there was an energy in that house. Looking back, it’s hard to know how precisely it affected me, but the pictures I painted at the time certainly flirt with other dimensions: spectral horses flying through vague landscapes; sleeping dogs floating above their beds; a self-portrait hovering above trees; a woman drowning in a bath, which I titled Angst. The professor’s words may have unconsciously influenced me, but the spooky occurrences were too frequent, too tangible, too inexplicable to dismiss. Handing back the keys on the professor’s return was something of a relief, but by then, I was attuned to the possibility of other realms.


Over the years, across decades and continents, frequent unexpected happenings have reinforced my belief that time and space are more complex than we assume. In my early twenties, I lived with my family in Rome, and apparently rational friends of my parents who lived in an ancient apartment which backed onto the library of a Catholic seminary were baffled by a series of unexplained happenings. My younger brother Andrew was babysitting for them and was startled to discover that during the course of the evening postcards had fallen off the fridge, glasses were rearranged, and cups and plates had been moved to the floor. When the parents returned, they lightly asked him if the kitchen had behaved. What he remembers, though, isn’t fear; rather, he was curious. The seminary caught wind of what was happening and ordered an exorcism, which took place behind closed doors; overnight, their home returned to normal. At the time, I was friends with a group of young men who were training to become priests and they, of course, took it in their stride. In Sydney, Andrew saw the ghost of a woman in nineteenth-century dress at the end of his bed and in Belgrade, he glimpsed a soldier from the Second World War in an attic. At art school, I became close friends with a fellow student I didn’t know because of a dream I had that contained knowledge about him I had no access to. When one of my nieces was three, she had an invisible friend called Topia, who, she informed us, was a gardener. She was too young to know the horticultural connection between ‘topiary’ and her friend’s name, but she spoke quietly with her for years. During a winter break, I lived by a lake in a caravan and witnessed two friends saved by a sense of dread; they refused to enter their caravan and moments later, it was flattened by a collapsed wall. Another friend, fully awake, felt the breath of her dead father sleeping beside her.


Perhaps they heard the shift in earth, and felt the wind come up. Perhaps my brother was dreaming, even though he insists he was wide awake. Perhaps I had overheard something about my friend-to-be. Perhaps my housemates moved the bookshelf in their sleep. Perhaps the ghosts were simply tricks of the mind and eye. Perhaps. But there are so many stories. I have yet to meet someone who hasn’t been baffled by a coincidence, a premonition, a dream.


Acknowledging that there are ways of living that are not always constrained by reason is not necessarily a call to be apolitical or divorced from the very real problems the planet is facing – rather, it’s about embracing fresh, more nuanced ways of governing that are sensitive to difference; about seeing alternatives to tired or outdated structures and of finding other ways to reconnect with and heal ourselves and the environment. Positive change demands imaginative solutions. Listening to your unconscious can reveal something unprecedented, both about yourself and where you live. At best, magical thinking is fluid; it can expand the ways we perceive our bodies, our societies, nature; it’s about possibility – about looking forward. About making new images from the old ones.


Which is exactly what happened in the nineteenth century.


Much like the present moment, the nineteenth century was a time of rapid social and technological change and political turmoil. In England, the first railroads began crossing the country in 1830, which opened the floodgates to individual mobility and mass industrialisation. The revolutions of 1848 that swept across Europe challenged absolute monarchies and capitalism; protesters demanded everything from freedom of the press to women’s suffrage, workers’ rights and political reform. In 1859, the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species questioned long-held beliefs in divine creation; the discovery of electromagnetic waves in 1886, the invention of the X-ray in 1895 – what was invisible could now be seen – and radioactivity in 1896 proved that the physical world was as mutable as alchemists had always believed. A flurry of artistic movements came into being, testing the limits of art’s perceptual relationship to the spiritual and physical realms. Romanticism – full of moody lakes and brooding mountains, with men gazing into infinity and women embodying everything from virtue to sin – valorised subjectivity over eighteenth-century rationalism and paved the way for Surrealism, with its embracing of unreason and journeys into the recesses of the mind. In Paris’s belle époque, Symbolism offered an escape from the hardships of everyday life via waking dreams and mysticism. Inspired by movements such as Rosicrucianism – the seventeenth-century Brotherhood of the Rosy Cross – a dizzying amount of Spiritualist groups gained a foothold in the imaginations of artists and writers. Two of them in particular were to have an impact on modern art: Theosophy, and London’s Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, a late nineteenth-century secret, ceremonial magic order devoted to the study of the occult, metaphysics and the paranormal.


In the mid-1990s, I was granted a fellowship from my art school in Melbourne to travel to London to paint. A few months after I arrived, I visited the Royal Academy to see an exhibition of work by the so-called Young British Artists – Damien Hirst, Sarah Lucas and others. I was in a conundrum: I felt I had to return to Australia, but I wanted to stay in London. I was looking for something but what it was, I couldn’t say. I knew it wasn’t the work of the Young British Artists; much of it sizzled with life but was too big and brash for my state of mind; it was like being shouted at in a pub. (It reminded me of the Melbourne art movement in the 1980s, which was called ‘Roar’. My friend David and I decided to start a counter-movement called ‘Whimper’.) I was worrying about the pictures I was making; the money was running out and I had just begun waitressing in a Soho café called Aurora. (The irony of its celestial name in a city where light pollution had made all but the brightest stars disappear didn’t escape me.) Feeling rather dejected, on my way out of the Royal Academy my attention was caught by a sign advertising a side exhibition of Victorian fairy painting.


I entered and felt an immediate kinship: sixty-six hallucinatory paintings and drawings from the golden age of fairy painting, which took place between about 1840 and 1870 – something I knew absolutely nothing about. I was entranced by the near-super-natural powers of observation of Richard Dadd, the wild fancies, translucent beings and benign animals who populated John Anster ‘Fairy’ Fitzgerald’s canvases and the thinly veiled orgies – which masqueraded as meetings of fairy courts – of Noel Paton and Robert Huskisson. Out of the thirty-five artists included in the show, only two were women: the pre-Raphaelite painter, illustrator and women’s rights campaigner Eleanor Fortescue-Brickdale, and the Italian-British artist, writer, illustrator and folklorist Estella Canziani. The strange worlds these artists evoked, so teeming with life, chimed with my sense of dislocation. In one fell swoop my inarticulate longing for something that might elevate a waitress’s daily grind was assuaged.
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