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Lobster 1929 (detail), see page 106.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Margaret Preston’s recipe book


The idea for this book had been simmering since I saw Margaret Preston’s charming volume of handwritten recipes tucked away in a solander box full of her prints at the National Gallery of Australia. That was well over a decade ago, and the viewing a chance aside during some research for another project. But there was something about this glimpse into the personal life of Preston, one of Australia’s most celebrated and beloved artists, that registered the modest compilation as something worth further consideration at a later date.


In the intervening period my colleague Kendrah Morgan and I wrote a book inspired by a small, spiral-bound folder of recipes held in the ephemera collection at Heide Museum of Modern Art, where we work as curators. It belonged to the museum’s founder, Sunday Reed, and the recipes formed the starting point for Sunday’s Kitchen: Food and Living at Heide, a behind-the-scenes look at this well mythologised home and haven for artists. MUP’s executive publisher Sally Heath was an editor at The Age at the time and made the brave undertaking not only to cook her way through the book’s recipes, à la Julie and Julia, but to plant and harvest the required fresh ingredients as well. Her blog recounting the various trials and triumphs of the year-long project affirmed that food—its growing, cooking and sharing—can bring us closer to another time in history and to the table of someone we don’t know.


Margaret Preston: Recipes for Food and Art draws on the same principles as Sunday’s Kitchen, but the nature of Preston’s papers and her extant correspondence—very businesslike, rather than revealing of her private world—required a different approach. Preston’s well-known oeuvre is comprehensively covered by Roger Butler’s major catalogue raisonné of prints and the definitive book on her paintings by Deborah Edwards and Rose Peel with Denise Mimmocchi. Their exemplary scholarship, together with the pioneering research of Mary Eagle and Daniel Thomas, revealed Preston’s attuned domestic aesthetic and her democratic views about culture and craft. She wrote a host of articles on making art, from how to throw a pot, make a silkscreen print and weave a basket, to principles for decorating a house and arranging flowers. That Preston made her artwork at home, and frequently in the kitchen rather than in a studio, seemed to make these two styles of ‘recipes’ natural companions.


Along with the original recipe book (dating from c. 1915 through to the 1930s), there is a second tranche of Preston’s recipes contained in a scrapbook at the National Gallery of Australia. These added to the possibilities for inclusion herein, while a clue in an article the artist wrote in 1930 helped identify the cookery book she purchased when newly married: Amie Monro’s The Practical Australian Cookery. Monro’s recipes cited in the pages that follow have been selected by instinct and supposition, but other than in one instance, it should be noted there is no firm evidence of Preston having cooked these particular dishes.


For ease of use the recipes have been standardised and metricated, and helpful notes from my testers and tasters have been added. Cooking times have also been adjusted to suit contemporary ovens. It will be clear to readers that these dishes are, on the whole, simple and unsophisticated fare, though they are typical of their time. That said, they call for ingredients readily found in most kitchens and I have added quite a few of the cakes to my repertoire. Like Sally with Sunday, I feel I know a little more about Margaret Preston as her home has come to mine.


A note on nomenclature: I have used the artist’s maiden name, McPherson (which she also spelt ‘Macpherson’ for a time) until the point in the text where she marries and changes her name—aligning with the way she signed her artworks.


Lesley Harding,
May 2016          





INTRODUCTION
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Margaret Preston at her home in Mosman 1924


Photograph: Harold CazneauxNational Portrait Gallery


No account of modernism in Australia is complete without due acknowledgement of Margaret Preston’s contributions and originality. Recognised and admired for her vibrant and distinctive paintings and woodblock prints, she possessed an equally colourful, ‘broad and bursting’ personality, as her friend the artist and gallery director Hal Missingham once described.1 Less well known is her legacy as a generous and insightful teacher, and her deep sense of civic duty. Refusing to adhere to conventional hierarchies Preston long advocated the making of a variety of forms of art and craft for both therapeutic benefits and edification. The appreciation and understanding of art, she maintained, had a liberating effect and served to draw the community together. She was also passionate about the need for a modern, relevant national culture that reflected local conditions and vernacular qualities. The building blocks of such a culture were not to be found in the pastoral tradition of art of the past, she believed, but in the homes of ordinary Australians.


The genesis of Preston’s ambitions can be traced as far back as her art school training at the end of the nineteenth century, when she made an early decision to eschew the established idioms of narrative and landscape painting and focus instead on the more domestic genre of the still life. During her formative years she chose to paint subjects that were close to hand and often humble, such as fruit, vegetables, pots and tableware, finding the beauty in everyday things. In the 1910s and 1920s she exploited the decorative possibilities and colour harmonies in arrangements of flowers, and in the 1930s she captured the earthy tones and majestic beauty of Australia’s native plants. Her cityscapes and scenes of urban life were those of her immediate experience, centred around Mosman and Sydney Harbour, as were her defiantly modern landscapes of the 1940s—remembered and composite images of places she was familiar with and connected to rather than grand vistas executed en plein air.


For much of her working life Preston abandoned the conventional studio in favour of painting and crafting at home, and often in the kitchen, where she could simultaneously attend to baking cakes for afternoon tea—her favoured time to entertain guests—or cooking the evening meal. While she held feminist views about the rights and welfare of women, and was committed and confident in the artistic causes she publically championed, these positions were underpinned by a quiet security in her private domain and an abiding practicality. She was a proud homemaker who enjoyed keeping an efficient and aesthetic house. She also enjoyed an equanimous and simpatico partnership. Margaret adored her husband, Bill, and in turn his devotion and financial largesse ensured Preston’s art and wellbeing were nurtured and prioritised.


Travel was a mutual pleasure, and the couple journeyed extensively overseas as well as within Australia. Though undertaking many expeditions to exotic and unfamiliar shores, Preston was not a typical tourist. Rather, she was an investigator, a surveyor of culture and humanity, and once home again, a purveyor of wonders seen. Just as she shared her creative knowledge and techniques with students and the wider public, her adventures at home and abroad culminated in regular travelogues written for the popular press. Her appetite for seeing the art of other places was not driven by a desire to find ideas to imitate, but an opportunity to ‘fill the well’ and be able to return to her own work with fresh eyes and enthusiasm. Indeed, Preston’s was a personal and singular journey in art from the outset, and while during the critical early period of her development she kept the close company of artists who were also intimates—painter Bessie Davidson, then potter Gladys Reynell—any mutual ambitions or overt influences were transitory. By the time Preston married and settled in Sydney in 1920 she had established her own idiosyncratic framework of preferences and parameters that would guide her art into the future.


In spite of her consistency of subject, Preston’s practice never stood still; she was not only a constant student of art, but she was also prepared to take creative risks and investigate the aesthetic problems she set herself. Like Georgia O’Keeffe in the United States and Emily Carr in Canada, Preston forged a regional and intensely personal modernist language inspired by scenes, objects, nature, Indigenous art and later the landscape that were of private significance and readily available. As the academic Terry Smith has pointed out, like her North American counterparts she moved local possibility distinctively forward to create new challenges and solutions.2


Aspects of such a project were not without their controversy, however, for any of these artists. For Preston’s part, as an early advocate for Aboriginal art, she made the misguided decision to promote the use of motifs found in bark paintings, carvings, shields and cultural markers as the basis for designs for textiles and decorator items for the modern home. She thought going back to the ‘source’—to the images made by the country’s First Peoples—would help define the way towards an identifiably Australian art. Preston’s efforts in this regard have since been the subject of unfavourable review, and her appropriation of Aboriginal art has rightfully been criticised and censured for focusing on aesthetics and neglecting the spiritual and cultural significance of the originals. Her views changed and matured over time as her knowledge developed and her visits to remote Aboriginal missions, together with her involvement in the conservation of ancient rock carving sites, gave her first-hand understanding of the plight of Indigenous Australians and their culture. It has also been suggested that in championing Aboriginal and Asian art as a corrective to the European bias of art in Australia, she was an early advocate of multiculturalism.3


Preston’s celebration of craft and the applied arts, traditionally seen as women’s work, has received a more positive response, as has her parallel career teaching, lecturing and publishing on the methods and techniques of a range of artistic pursuits, from painting, printmaking and pottery, to colour theory, flower arranging and interior design. Preston conducted her first art classes when a new graduate, and first began writing about the making and enjoyment of art in 1916. She lectured regularly to students and professional organisations, and reached a large audience through radio broadcasts in the early years of the First World War. While she wrote instructive and critical texts for a range of forums, she enjoyed particular and long-term support from the publisher Sydney Ure Smith, and completed some fourteen articles for his Art in Australia, another nine for his next project, Australia National Journal, and thirteen for his long-standing monthly The Home, also providing illustrations and cover designs. This work helped keep Preston in the public eye and in no small way aided the popularity of her art, though her public speaking and publishing efforts were not simply a function of self-promotion. In these talks and exegeses Preston did much to demystify the making of art and crafts, and to encourage her listeners and readers to work creatively themselves.


Preston’s experience as a teacher ensured that her instructions were clear and her tone authoritative. Fittingly, as Elizabeth Butel has pointed out, she seemed to shape her talks and texts in much the same way as she designed a picture: ‘flattening the perspective and introducing patterns or rhythms that would benefit the overall structure, and not simply represent reality’.4 Her ‘how to’ articles helped dispel the notion that art was an elite or leisured activity and reveal the faith Preston held in the liberating and civilising effect of art for the maker and in the home. These texts are recipes, if you like, not only for making baskets, pots and prints, but also for self and social improvement. ‘Know your subject and paint your knowledge’, she declared in 1941,5 and this she did across her sixty-year career, intimately connecting her modernist vision with her domestic realm.







Chapter 1


BEGINNINGS
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Nature morte (oignons) 1905 (detail), see page 7.
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Margaret Rose McPherson in her Adelaide studio c. 1909


Photographer unknownState Library of South Australia


Now and again in the lore of art, stories are told in which an artist pinpoints a defining moment in their life when they felt a surge of creative power, and it appeared as if their future was pre-ordained. Margaret Preston had one such epiphany in her youth during a visit to the National Art Gallery of New South Wales, where the pictures on the walls, the smell of the polished floors and the whole atmosphere of the place awakened her senses and aspirations. Back at home, these innate feelings led to a somewhat audacious action:




Once upon a time when I was twelve years of age I borrowed (?) my mother’s best dinner plates and Brunswick blacked them all over. On to the blacking I painted flannel flowers. The result so impressed my mother that after the shock of the loss of the plates was over she determined to have me properly trained. Her justification was that as the flowers were the image of the natural ones I must have talent. From this on my imitativeness was well nurtured.1





This fortunate girl was born into a middle-class family in Port Adelaide, South Australia, on 29 April 1875, and christened Margaret Rose McPherson. She was the first of two daughters to David, a marine engineer, and his wife Prudence Cleverdon (née Lyle). The McPhersons moved to Sydney a decade later where ‘Peg’, as the family called her, attended the Fort Street School atop Observatory Hill, overlooking Sydney Harbour. After returning to the gallery to seek advice on finding a suitable art teacher, tuition was arranged for the budding painter at William Lister Lister’s studio in Angel Place; McPherson was one of his first pupils. An Australian-born artist, Lister Lister had not long returned from a long period in Britain, but soon became known for his naturalistic and at times romantic landscape paintings and seascapes. He insisted on working from life, so his protégé’s first oil painting was an easy still-life assemblage with a striped tablecloth and coloured vase.2
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Margaret Rose McPherson aged 19, 1894


Photographer unknownNational Gallery of Australia


In the early 1890s the McPhersons moved to Melbourne, where Margaret studied with Madame Berthe Mouchette at Oberwyl Ladies College and learnt china, fan and silkscreen painting, and a range of crafts; in all of these pursuits, flower studies were routine. She enrolled at the National Gallery of Victoria Art School, then Australia’s most prestigious art college, in 1893.


The Gallery School was then under the formidable directorship of Bernard Hall, an Englishman who had trained as a painter in Munich. Though he had only assumed his post the year before, Hall cut a stern figure of authority, a bearing undoubtedly helped by the fact he seldom smiled.3 McPherson’s fellow student Norman Macgeorge remembered:




At intervals of a few weeks or so the students would be invited to partake of afternoon tea in the master’s studio and to view some of his latest paintings, which for the most part were realistic studies of the nude posed against backgrounds of brass trays [and] other appurtenances or lounging negligently still unclothed upon a settee … We were all far too overawed to venture an opinion upon these works and usually sat in embarrassed silence as we balanced our tea cups precariously upon our knees and hoped we would not drop any crumbs.4





Hall believed the student of art needed a thorough and incremental grounding, achieving merit in each stage of their training before advancing to the next. Line, form, tone and then colour were perfected, with students drawing from the plaster cast before progressing to the life model, and finally graduating to painting in oil—it was a preparation to be endured rather than enjoyed. McPherson excelled, and was eventually elevated to work in the ‘number one’ studio among the most talented in her cohort, including Hugh Ramsay, Violet Teague and Max Meldrum. Frederick McCubbin, the drawing master, was nearly as apprehensive as the students in Hall’s presence, like ‘a naughty boy about to be reprimanded for something done amiss’.5 McPherson, on the other hand, was daunted but not intimidated. ‘I really started to learn’, she recalled. ‘Bernard Hall stamped drawing theory into my head, and … McCubbin taught me fantasy.’6


Fate interrupted, however, when early in 1894 David McPherson was admitted to Parkside Asylum (now Glenside Hospital) suffering ‘general paralysis of the insane’—a euphemism for tertiary syphilis. Prudence and younger daughter Ethelwynne returned with him to Adelaide, while Margaret saw out the first term at the Gallery School before joining the rest of her family. It was not until mid 1896, two years after her father’s death, that she returned to Melbourne. In the intervening period she kept up her painting and exhibited professionally for the first time. The hiatus served her well, as following the resumption of her studies McPherson won a number of prizes at the school. She had already found her métier, preferring to work in the still-life room over painting Hall’s ‘hideous’ models. ‘It would seem that a liking for the colour and form of inanimate objects was born in her’, she later wrote of her younger self.7
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Nature morte (oignons) 1905


oil on canvas
44.4 × 63.5 cm
Art Gallery of South Australia
Elder Bequest Fund 1907





FRENCH JELLIES


30 g gelatine leaves


475 ml water


900 g sugar


pinch cream of tartar


flavouring essences and colourings


 


Soak the gelatine in half the water for some hours. Put remainder of water and the sugar into a saucepan, bring to the boil, and add the cream of tartar and the gelatine. Stir until the gelatine is dissolved and boil for 20 minutes. Pour into wetted plates or dishes, adding any flavourings and colourings. Allow to stand overnight until thoroughly set. Next day, cut in squares and roll in sugar.


Adding rosewater or orange essence gives a lovely result.


From Margaret Preston’s scrapbook
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Still life 1901


oil on canvas
45.1 × 60.1 cm
Art Gallery of South Australia
M J M Carter Collection 2004


Although there was nothing new about Hall’s approach to art education, he did possess a degree of enlightenment concerning the extension of art into daily life. He thought the development of a domestic aesthetic—the application of good taste and artistic judgement in the home—was a necessary skill in the wider community, and believed the fine and applied arts should be more closely aligned. This saw him introduce subjects in the latter into the curriculum of the National Gallery School in 1896. While he was a difficult principal and not a particularly inspiring artist, Hall should yet be acknowledged for his vision on this count, and for imparting to his students the necessity of craftsmanship—an ideal the gifted Miss Rose McPherson, as she was known by her fellow students, carried with her for the duration of her long career.


Upon graduating from the Gallery School in 1897 McPherson left Melbourne for Adelaide once again, and although already quite proficient as a painter, she enrolled as a student of HP Gill at the South Australian School of Design, Painting and Technical Arts. Gill had trained in England and brought aspects of the Arts and Crafts model with him to Adelaide. As in Melbourne, tuition in the applied arts was offered, including classes in pottery, china painting, decorative needlework and fretwork. McPherson also joined the South Australian Society of Arts, providing her with an opportunity for exhibiting, though she had by now determined she would earn her living through teaching and by accepting portrait commissions; not her preferred genre but likely to attract firm sales. She rented well-located rooms in King William Street in the city in 1899, where she conducted lessons in watercolour and oils, finding time for her own work around an increasingly busy timetable. Her presiding theme was still life but even more specifically—and significantly—in those formative years, she painted objects that were readily available and straight out of the pantry. Potatoes, onions, pots, plates, vases and jugs, an arrangement of apples and celery, and a breakfast table with a jug of spilt milk were among her first independent subjects.
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Still life 1901


oil on canvas
40.6 × 51 cm
The Royal Art Society of New South Wales
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Spilt milk c. 1903


oil on canvas board
32 × 39.5 cm
Private collection





MISS BROOME’S SALAD DRESSING


1 pinch salt


1 pinch dry mustard


1 pinch cayenne pepper


1 egg


285 ml oil


juice of ½ lemon


 


Put salt, mustard and cayenne pepper in a basin and break the whole egg into it; beat up well. Add the oil drop by drop (about six drops), beating well into the mixture. Add more drops of oil, beating well until the oil is used. The mixture will be the consistency of heavy cream.


If more than a few drops of oil are put in at a time, the dressing will not turn. Flavour with the lemon juice.


Margaret Preston’s addendum to this recipe: must beat this dressing well with a ladle or double eggbeaters.


From Margaret Preston’s recipe book
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Still life: lobsters 1901


oil on canvas
76.2 × 110.2 cm
Private collection


The majority of McPherson’s early paintings bear the imprint of the Gallery School’s tonal realism, displaying great poise and restraint. Her most elaborate oil from these years is the 1901 Still life: lobsters, an homage to seventeenth-century Dutch painting. It is a cornucopia of seafood and grapes embellished with drapery and dining accoutrements, carefully toned and coloured, and garnished with an exquisitely handled peeling lemon. This last, a motif borrowed from the Dutch, seems to project straight out of the picture and into the real world. But on the whole McPherson preferred an everyday reality in the mode of the French painter Jean-Baptiste Chardin, and more humble subjects, such as onions and eggs. Her renderings of the latter were so realistic that they were ‘almost short of hatching’.8 She had surely achieved her stated aim, ‘to paint them with such fidelity to nature that they could almost be used in the kitchen’.9
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