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    INTRODUCTION




    THERE will be many readers, even amongst those with an interest in Australian art, who have barely heard the name Colin Colahan, and others who’ve been inclined to confuse him with that other Irish surname in Australian painting, Noel Counihan. But Colin Colahan is a different man of a different order of talent altogether, and there are cogent reasons why his name has not been prominent in art circles in recent decades.




    He is known to some of the older generation and some art historians, of course, and is often mentioned whenever the subject of his teacher Max Meldrum and his ‘school’ of painting comes under discussion. He is also often mentioned in the quite different context of the murder of Mollie Dean in 1930, one of Melbourne’s most famed unsolved crimes.




    Not generally realised now is that when he was at the peak of his ability in the 1920s and early 1930s Colahan was one of the three or four best-known painters in Melbourne, along with Meldrum, Arthur Streeton and Sir John Longstaff. Nor was it just a matter of name; he was by the mid-1930s regarded as one of the rising stars of Australian painting, the most brilliant of Meldrum’s pupils, who had already made a trip to Europe and returned home with ideas that were beginning to take his work away from the constrictions of dogmatic Meldrumism into something much more his own. Like his colleague and close friend Clarice Beckett, Colahan always remained publicly loyal to the Meldrum doctrine, while in practice at the easel following his natural inclinations to paint in his own style.




    Why, then, did this interesting and talented painter fade from view? There are two basic reasons: first, he left Australia in 1935 and never returned, and second, he was caught in the virtual demolition of all other values in painting by the advent of modernism in the late 1930s.




    The price often paid by the expatriate is to be ignored or resented in his own country, and generally Colahan experienced the former, though some of his old friends did feel his departure as a rejection, and held it against him. Neither fate particularly concerned Colahan, who painted and later sculpted because it was the centre of his life, not because he wanted a place in art history. He went abroad to satisfy an inner desire, not to reject his country or friends. In following his impulses he became subject to the vicissitudes of fortune and engaged in relationships that settled him and rooted him to where he happened to be. And so he lived for some twenty years in England, then moved to Italy for another twenty-odd years until he died in 1987 at the age of ninety. During those years abroad he made a name as a painter, especially in England where he became a noted portraitist and landscape painter, and as a sculptor in Italy in the 1960s. He was also appointed an official war artist for the Australian War Memorial in 1942, working in Great Britain and Europe, and his substantial contribution to Australian war art enhances the collection in Canberra. So although Colahan lived much of his life abroad, in all essential respects he remained, by education and training, by the very development of his painterly beliefs and by a substantial emotional attachment, an Australian artist. The fact that he felt the pull of Europe did not make him less of an Australian artist, for nearly all Australians up till the World War II at least, felt exactly the same, whether or not they yielded to it.




    The second reason for Colahan’s passing from sight lies with issues that extend beyond anything he or any individual could control, because they are issues of fashion in art. Moreover they have implications not just for our assessment of the value of one particular artist such as Colahan, but for our capacity to assess our artistic heritage generally, and in the end for the kind of aesthetic philosophy and cultural fabric we want to maintain in Australia. One does not have to resort to philistine notions about modernism ‘not being Art’, or to old-fashioned prejudices against non-representational art, or to preferences for a moderate modernism that doesn’t threaten our sensibilities, in order to find the hegemony of modernism over Australian art in the last sixty years to have been culturally impoverishing. The fault does not lie with modernist art itself: it has had, and continues to have, a significant cultural role. What is wrong is hegemony itself, especially in taste. A consequence of the thinness of Australian Euro-American culture for so many years is that it has fallen so easily under the dominance of a single fashion or aesthetic mode.




    One of the dangers of this modernist hegemony, which has in Australia grown out of a cultural cringe desperate to show that we, too, belong to the great international art industry, is its capacity for producing worrying distortions. A small but apt example of this is the way in which Clarice Beckett’s work has been evaluated since its ‘rediscovery’ in the 1970s. The pattern was set when, in his review of the first of two exhibitions held at the Rosalind Humphrey Gallery in 1971 and 1972, Patrick McCaughey described Beckett as ‘a remarkable Modernist’, because of the ‘flatness of the surface in her painting’. He does not specify what kind of modernist she is, but he does exclude her from the impressionist camp, implying that she belongs among the more formalistic and non-representational modernists. Not only is it ignored that Clarice Beckett, a dedicated pupil of Max Meldrum, would have been horrified to be so described, but McCaughey claims that she completely misunderstood the truth of her own work: ‘She illustrates again how wrong artists are about their beliefs and how the advanced is never the prerogative of the announced candidates’, he writes.1




    Putting aside the breathtaking presumption of this, the whole implication of McCaughey’s argument seems to be that Beckett can only be valued if she can be seen as a modernist per se. If we can ignore the three-dimensionality of the pictures, ignore the mimetic poetry that gives the Beaumaris scenes such a sense of place, ignore the devotion to Nature that impels them, and pretend that they are two-dimensional exercises in form and colour arrangement, then perhaps we can create a nonreferential ‘modernist’ Clarice Beckett. Now it is true that Beckett’s pictures are not ‘standard’ tonalist efforts as taught by her master, Max Meldrum, and I have in the course of this book detailed the complex and very real ways in which Meldrumism developed an osmotic relation to modernism. But if all the features of Beckett’s pictures are taken into account there can be little argument that the generic mode of her work is within the tonal impressionist family, and that she is more usefully identified, as Chris Wallace-Crabbe has it, as ‘a daughter of Monet’,2 than by the unqualified and misleading tag ‘modernist’. The tag reflects, of course, the prevailing belief that the degree of modernism is the overriding measure of value in twentieth-century painting.




    Fortunately, that modernistic hegemony is all but over. What a postmodern revaluation of Australian art history might eventually mean is difficult to say, but it ought to mean the discrediting of hegemony altogether, and its replacement with pluralistic, multi-cultural and disparate aesthetic tastes, in which people can respond to different modes of art according to the different interests and values it offers them, without feeling that some hierarchy of ‘importance’, established by the professional critics or by the market, dictates certain trained responses in them. This ought to enable us continually to re-read and revise the rich variety of approaches to painting that has actually taken place in the history of Australian art in the past hundred-odd years. In that spirit, then, I advocate a re-recognition of the significance of the Meldrumites as a force in Melbourne and Australian painting, and an unashamed preparedness to acknowledge the humanistic virtues and considerable beauty and interest of many of their products.




    It is incredible that no extended study of the life, work and influence of Max Meldrum has appeared to date. Art historians have long recognised his ability and influence—Australian portrait painting for instance would hardly have been the same without him—and he remains, as Bernard Smith has pointed out, the only Australian to have developed a coherent theory of painting. But the references to him have been essentially en passant, and the full picture of his role as an artist and teacher is yet to appear.




    It was always acknowledged by the Meldrum circle that his most talented pupils were Justus Jorgensen, Clarice Beckett, Percy Leason and Colin Colahan. We already know something of the first two, who’ve been written about in relatively recent times—Jorgensen, the creator of the Montsalvat art colony, whose significance lay more in his teaching and way of life than in his painting, and Beckett, the cruelly dismissed artist who remained in obscurity until almost forty years after her death. Leason has suffered the expatriate’s fate, and has been virtually ignored. But Colahan was in some respects the most gifted pupil and the most attractive personality of the three, and like them found his own ways of both making use of and breaking free from the rigid theories of his master.




    With his Irish medical family background, and his natural intelligence and wit, Colahan was the most articulate of the Meldrumites, and was the obvious choice to edit and introduce in 1919 the book that first set down Meldrum’s views in print. His quick skill and charming manner made him popular with everybody, not least the many women who moved in the circle of Meldrumites in the 1920s and 1930s in Melbourne. Fatefully, it was this attraction to women that dragged him into the notorious Mollie Dean murder, which in 1930 threw a shadow on his life that he was never completely to lose.




    It is not his personality and social life, however, that is the main subject of this book. Colahan was a dedicated artist, who produced a prodigious amount of work over his long lifetime—portraits, landscapes, streetscapes, European war subjects and Australian, French, and English subjects, as well as over thirty sculptures—and the substance and standard of much of this work demands to be taken seriously.




    He was, in accord with his master’s teaching, a ‘tonalist’ painter, who learned to admire and follow in the great tradition of classical painting that includes Rembrandt, Vel´zquez and Corot. Looking unashamedly to Europe, the Meldrumites rejected the self-conscious nationalism of their immediate predecessors, the Heidelberg School, finding them sentimental and pretentious in what Colahan himself regarded as their unacknowledged borrowing from French impressionism. On the other hand, the Meldrumites also rejected the extreme directions of modernism, which Meldrum himself saw as ego-based, superficial and technically inferior. Instead, he believed in painting unmanipulated Nature as it appeared to the ‘innocent’ eye in the moment of its registering the image, and in putting that image on to the canvas quickly and methodically by understanding the tonal gradations that occur when light strikes objects. In this way he believed the painter was recording a scientific truth rather than constructing an aesthetic object. If it happened to be beautiful, that was simply because Nature herself is beautiful.




    Colahan’s training in these principles stayed with him thoughout his long career, although in practice his painting gradually developed into a form of ‘tonal impressionism’, incorporating a stronger interest in colour and design that reflected his outgoing personality and love of aesthetic harmony, both of which had always been discouraged by the master. Like Clarice Beckett, he discovered that certain aspects of his training under Meldrum paradoxically opened him to modernist influence, though this was always held in check by their basic commitment to representational art.




    This book, then, ‘discovers’ Colahan for Australian readers and art lovers, and places him in his context first as a member of an interesting, energetic but now relatively neglected circle of Melbourne artists, and later in his long period of expatriation. It does not discover him as a great and unsung genius: such a fairy-story would barely be possible. But it does bring him into focus as a painter of ability and broad-ranging subject matter whose work is a source of pleasure and instruction, and it does show us how he lived and worked in the context of his time.




    I have called this a ‘portrait’ not just for the appropriate connotations of the term, but because I do not believe it quite warrants the more comprehensive term ‘biography’. Unlike men of letters, painters often do not leave behind them the written or verbal evidence of their ideas and, although Colahan published more opinionated pieces than most, there is very little available in the way of personal notebooks or correspondence that would constitute the kind of evidence about the subject’s manner of thinking that is so important to a biography. It was unfortunate, too, that by the time this task was undertaken, most of Colahan’s closest confreres were no longer living—one of the sadder legacies of the subject’s advanced years—and so rich sources of information about Colahan the man were lost to me. A portrait—attuned to the sketchy and unacademic style of Colahan’s own best efforts—is what I offer.


  




  

    
1 FAMILY





    BEFORE we come to the man himself, there is a brief and touching story to tell of his parents. His mother, Eliza Newton Orr (nicknamed ‘ENO’ for obvious reasons, though also called ‘Mimi’ by her family and occasionally ‘Eva’ in later times) came from an oddly mixed background. Her father, Frederick McDowell Orr, was an Irish Presbyterian who had in Dublin married a Catholic girl called Mary Phelan (known as ‘Dan’ by her friends and family). Their first daughter, Minnie, was born in Dublin and soon after, in the late 1850s, Frederick and Dan came out to Australia.




    Frederick’s father, James Orr, had already come out from Stratford, County Wicklow, in the 1840s, and settled a large run which he called ‘Stratford Lodge’, near Malmsbury in northern Victoria. He quickly grew wealthy, and acquired a second station, ‘Yawong’ in the Avoca region, some eighty miles west of ‘Stratford Lodge’. In 1855, probably soon after Frederick and Dan arrived from Ireland, James signed over joint ownership of ‘Yawong’ to Frederick to share with his two brothers, James junior and Charles.1 So in one leap Frederick and his family went from modest Irish farmers to members of the Victorian squattocracy.




    In 1862 Dan gave birth to a second daughter, Eliza, and the sisters grew up together known as Minnie and Mimi.2 Dan had no further children, though she suffered numerous miscarriages and became what was vaguely referred to as an ‘invalid’, having to be carried upstairs by her husband. What kind of life the two girls led and what kind of education they received is not on record, but with no further siblings, and having scant utilitarian roles in the isolated squattocratic life, they no doubt depended heavily on each other and on their mother, who remained a strong figure despite her infirm health.




    There was no practice of the Catholic faith in the family while Frederick was alive, and the children were raised as solid Presbyterians. But when Frederick died suddenly of pneumonia in 1877, Dan, who it was said ‘went snow white overnight’ made some immediate and telling changes; she had both girls baptised as Catholics and sent them to a convent for whatever form of intensive Catholic education was on offer. Now it may have been, in fact it was probable, that the sisters had received some musical training as children, and that this was developed to quite sophisticated levels at the convent. In any case, within a few years the widowed Dan had packed them and herself up and taken them to Rome to study music, where Eliza, clearly a talented pianist, became a pupil of Giovanni Sgambati, himself an ex-student of Franz Liszt. Where Dan got the money to do this, and how she managed so taxing a journey, is not clear, but she might have sold her inherited share in ‘Yawong’ for the purpose.




    Young Eliza’s talent is unequivocally a matter of record. By what route from Rome and by whose organisation we are left to guess at, but she made her debut as a concert pianist on 24 November 1883, at the age of twenty-two, in Ireland.3 The occasion was the University of Dublin’s Choral Society concert to open the musical season, and the hall was packed with Dublin notables, including Oscar Wilde. Among some distinguished performers were ‘two young ladies from Australia’, the mezzosoprano Frederica Mitchell and Miss Eno (that is, Eliza) Orr. The reviews noted the ‘pure and fine’ singing of Miss Mitchell, and went into considerable detail about Eliza’s handling of the several solo pieces she played. In Beethoven’s Grand Sonata in F minor (the Appassionato), she ‘never faltered for an instant’ in producing ‘fiery allegroes . . . stormy surging scales, finely contrasted with delicate broderies’; in Chopin’s Berceuse she displayed ‘refinement and touch’ and in the Polanaise in A Flat she produced excitement among the audience by her rendering of the ‘noble climax after its long crescendo’. The audience was particularly impressed by this display of power coming from ‘so slight and graceful, so almost fragile a form’ as Miss Orr. The normally ‘cold audience’ at these college concerts this time gave the two young women a warm and prolonged reception, and all agreed that they had contributed in large measure to making the concert a resounding success.




    So, what was to happen to Eliza’s imminent brilliant career? Marriage is what was to happen. Probably back in Rome, sometime in the year or so following her promising debut, Eliza met a diminutive army surgeon called John Colahan who was, not surprisingly, thoroughly taken with her. He was fifty and no more than five feet high, but he was a Surgeon Major-General with a dazzling uniform and a string of senior career posts stretching behind him, currently in Malta. Within a very short time he proposed marriage to Eliza.




    Why she accepted is a salient question. But consider: what prospects lay before her and her mother and sister? We don’t know the state of their finances by this time; after life in Rome, music lessons, travel expenses, it might well have been thinning out. She might, as some of her descendants speculated, have been pressured by Dan. After all, the General was a good Irish Catholic, a man of distinguished career and good family background—his father was Professor of Medicine at Queen’s College, Galway, he had an uncle a surgeon in the British Navy—and the family was practically crawling with doctors. And maybe, over and above all these considerations, was good old love—he was kind and clearly enthusiastic, though twentysix years older than Eno, and of course small (‘no higher than his own 3ft 4inch sword: his young grandchildren used to dress up and play in his uniform’ quipped Colin many years later).4 But love is not driven off by such things. Anyway, she accepted him, and became a Colahan. They were married in Malta in 1885, and the following year she gave birth to a daughter, Mary Margarita, who came to be called Marita.




    Soon afterwards the General was made Principal Medical Officer of Ireland, and the family moved to Dublin. Here, in 1889, their second daughter Beatrice was born. But the General seems to have had itchy feet, or the promotion bug, because within three years they had moved to South Africa, where he had been appointed to another PMO position, stationed in Capetown.




    Again they settled in to maintain the lofty tones of Empire, and Eliza took to giving public concerts. At one such, at Indian House in Kenilworth on 8 March 1892, she performed, with a Mr Knobel on violin, the Kreutzer Sonata, as well as some solo études of Schumann and Chopin and the Grand Polonaise again.5 This is the last public performance by Eliza that is on record; possibly there were others, though not for much beyond this time one guesses. Indeed, she was in advanced pregnancy when delivering the taxing Kreutzer, and within nine weeks she had given birth, this time to their first son, predictably named Frederick John. And if this were not enough to dim the glow of her musical ambitions, in less than two years she’d had another, John Maurice, called Jack to distinguish him from his father. This, one imagines, ensured that her days of public performing were well and truly over.




    In 1895 General John turned sixty, and made the decision to retire; looking at his career moves, one could find this surprising. He seems to have been dedicated to his work, had manouvered successfully in recent years for plum jobs and, if his reproductive activity is any indication, still had plenty of energy. But he had other ideas now, perhaps prompted by stories Eliza might have told him of Australia; it would be a good place for the family, he might resume medical practice there—there was any number of possibilities in a young and prosperous nation.




    Such domestic considerations aside, it might well have been political events in South Africa that were the prime factor in his decision. Since the defeat of the British by the Boers in the Transvaal in 1881, and then the discovery of gold in 1886, political tensions between the British and the Boers had grown intense. Many people near the sources of power foresaw the outbreak of a second chapter of the Boer War. In 1895, with these tensions peaking, the Prime Minister of the Cape Colony, Cecil Rhodes, plotted to overthrow the Boer government of Transvaal. This British coup attempt failed disastrously, with its leader Leander Jameson being captured by the Boers and relations between the two colonial powers deteriorating dramatically. War was brought inexorably closer and the future in South Africa, not just for the ageing General’s career but for the welfare of his young family, looked to be under grave threat. It was in this climate that in 1896 John Colahan took retirement—his pension would undoubtedly have been handsome—and removed his family to Australia.




    For Eliza—pregnant again—it would have represented an emotional homecoming. They headed for her familiar landscape of country Victoria, though it seems they went to the ‘Stratford Lodge’ property rather than the Avoca of her childhood, possibly putting up in the big house, though their residence is not on record. And here in the small nearby town of Woodend, on the edge of a dense forest at the foot of Mount Macedon, Eliza gave birth on 12 February 1897 to her third son and fifth child, Colin.




    Unfortunately we know little of Colahan’s childhood, or how much of it was spent as a country boy—not very much apparently. While one does not want to speculate too much on any reluctance he might have had to reminisce on his growing up, he undoubtedly had painful cause to shut it out of mind. At the age of two he became motherless. Eliza gave birth to her sixth child, Basil, in September 1899 down in Melbourne. Five months later in February she, along with the infants Colin and Basil, contracted bronchial pneumonia. It was thought at one point that both children were dead, but it was to be Eliza who would not survive. After sixteen days of struggle that ‘slight and graceful, almost fragile form’ of the Dublin concert hall had finally succumbed; she’d had six births in twelve years, and was a mere thirty-seven.




    And so the little General, sixty-three years old and in a country where he was still a stranger, had six children under thirteen to raise. At some point he moved the family to Melbourne, purchasing the residence ‘Kangatong’ in Alma Road, East St Kilda. Fortunately for him and the children Dan joined them, and was able to provide some of the motherly needs they would otherwise miss. Her methods were strict and she dispensed authority mostly from her bed by means of a stick she would bang on the floor, summoning the children to obedience, but they all thrived under her matriarchal care, and grew up healthy and capable. The girls had music tuition and played their mother’s piano, and Beatrice played the church organ; ‘the house was always ringing with music’, Colahan recalled, and it had left him, too, with a lifelong appetite for music.




    Nevertheless, the absence of Eliza threw a cloud over the whole household, manifested vividly in the lonely sadness of the General himself; he never did resume work of any kind once he got to Australia, a bad mistake for a man who’d been so active. Without his wonderful wife, he began rapidly to go into decline, despite brave efforts to resist. Beatrice in later years reflected bitterly on the hardship of growing up in a household without a mother, and we can assume that the General would have felt this just as keenly.




    Young Colin grew up lively and clever. Like his father he loved to draw, and it was his constant pastime. But art was not a serious matter; it was medicine that was the unquestioned destiny for the Colahan males, as with their father and grandfather and uncles before them. In succession, Colin and his brothers were sent off for their secondary schooling to Xavier College, the pride of Melbourne Catholicism, ensuring they were properly prepared for the career ahead. Fred had already gone off to the University of Melbourne and graduated in Medicine in 1913; Colin and Basil were destined to follow. Jack, however, was the agreed exception. He was the most musically gifted of the boys, and moreover he had announced his determination to practise law, although he delayed his studies by joining the army and shipping off to the European conflict. This was perhaps a surprising act for one from an Irish Catholic background, given the opposition to Australian involvement from the Catholic clergy, but then his father had invested totally in the British cause, so it was in this case understandable.




    At Xavier, Colin’s gregariousness and popularity blossomed. Reports of his doings in the school magazine, Xaverian, from 1914 onwards indicate that he was liked throughout the school, partly as a member of an able family, partly as an ingenious ‘wag’ who contributed the brilliant cartoons. In fact he was already developing what was readily identifiable as a Bulletin style of sketching—humourous or slightly irreverent cartoons, some of which he in fact began to submit to the Bulletin, and with success.




    

      Some of Colahan’s Bulletin cartoons

[image: ]



      HIS LUCKY DAY.




      Miss DE SCRATCH: I hear old Miss Wallflower is engaged at last. Who is the fortunate man?’




      MR. DE VERE: I am. I once came within an ace of proposing to her.’




      7 February 1918
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      DEFINED




      FIRST COUNTRY GENTLEMAN: ‘Say, Bill, wot’s an optimist?’




      SECOND COUNTRY GENTLEMAN: ‘An optimist’s a cockeyed cove wot’s glad he ain’t bowlegged.’




      3 January 1918
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      NOT OMNISCIENT.




      MRS. GUSHER-GADABOUT: ‘Called on Mrs. Muchly-Reade yesterday. Such intelligence—appears to know everything!’




      MRS. ACIDDE-DROPPE: ‘Except where her husband spends his week-ends.’




      31 January 1918
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      HORRIBLE TRAGEDY.




      BILL: ‘And was it much of an explosion?’




      JIM: ‘Cripes, yes! When they dug me out me wrist-watch was broke!’




      10 January 1918


    




    He kept up his work for the Xaverian even after he began his medical studies at the University of Melbourne, and he was thanked as a ‘kind and warm-hearted friend’ by the editor for his efforts in December 1916, ‘notwithstanding busy days in preparation for University examinations’. He also worked on the Melbourne University Magazine, not only doing drawings but also helping its editor, Robert Gordon Menzies, with the layout and production. His exam results were mixed: Passes in Chemistry and Biology, a Fail in Natural Philosophy6—not quite enough success to make his father do handstands, but not so much failure to drive the old chap to despair.




    But then, in 1917 he really did have to come to terms with some bad news: on the very first day he went into action young Jack was killed somewhere on the Somme. What irony, that this was the very horror the General had brought them all to Australia to avoid.




    Colin kept up his studies and picked up Natural Philosophy, but in 1918 his life suddenly took an unexpected course. Over the previous year or so he had been doing a regular cartoon for the Bulletin magazine, mainly society and apolitical humour, with lots of medical jokes. At some point around this time the editor offered him a position on staff, which Colahan was later to claim was as a replacement for their political cartoonist David Low, who had suddenly resigned to return to England.7 Since the salary was, in Colahan’s term, ‘wonderful’ he was able to go to his father and say he had a well paid job doing what he most wanted. He recalled the moment years later:




    

      The old boy was crushed, and the rest of the family were having kittens. With such a good offer from Australia’s best magazine, they couldn’t raise objections about supporting myself. So I was able to throw down the scalpel and pick up the brush. Or, in the first instance, pen.8


    




    ‘Giving up arteries for art’,9 his school magazine reported, in a style that would have tickled him. His hobby was now his career and it pleased him enormously. His father, however, contemplated the dismal prospect of a defector from the ranks of Colahan medical and legal professionals that went back generations.


  




  

    
2 FINDING THE PATH





    HE LASTED at the Bulletin exactly one week. School magazine cartoons were one thing, but taking a close interest in the doings of politicians and coming up with regular pithy comment was a deal more demanding. And he quickly found, if he’d not known it before, that he wasn’t the slightest bit interested in politics.




    However the job, despite its brevity, had served a crucially useful purpose—it had justified to his father and family his giving up medicine in order to concentrate on art, and this decision was never reversed, nor does it seem that anyone tried to change his mind. In fact his father, despite misgivings, must have agreed to support him while he went to art school, perhaps with the rider that he was to pay his own way in life.




    So in 1917 Colahan enrolled at the Melbourne National Gallery School together with his good friend Jim Minogue, who was also a fugitive from medicine; they’d been contemporaries at Melbourne University, and Minogue had done even worse in his exams than Colahan. The bridges were not quite burned—Colahan continued to work for the first year Natural Philosophy exam, which in fact he passed at the end of that year, while attending night classes at the Gallery School. But that was his last throw at medicine; after 1917 it was art all the way.




    The Gallery School offered a highly respected and comprehensive academic training in drawing and painting, and was long acknowledged as the foremost art school in Australia. It was led during this period by Bernard Hall and Frederick McCubbin, who died the year Colahan enrolled. Although it was considered ‘academic’, the training there provided a range of impressionist, realist and symbolist approaches, and was well informed about modernist art movements abroad, as were Victorians generally through the progressively minded journal of the Victorian Artists’ Society.1 Colahan’s evening classes allowed him to draw still-life objects only at this stage—painting and life-drawing classes were strictly for advanced pupils. He seems to have been happy enough working under W. B. Mclnnes, who had succeeded McCubbin, and through the agency of the school widened his circle of friends to include John Farmer, Justus Jorgensen and A. D. (Archie) Colquhoun. Clarice Beckett had been there a few years earlier until 1916, when she went over to the tutelage of Max Meldrum.




    That was a recurring name at the Gallery School at this time; there was much talk of a rival artistic philosophy, of a brilliant ‘rebel’ who had set himself in opposition to the views of the masters at the Gallery. Colahan became aware of Meldrum ‘agents’ already proselytising amongst the students, 2 although his first reaction was one of hostility to their claims.




    In later years he reflected that though he had a fondness for Bernard Hall he ‘didn’t learn much’ from him or others at the Gallery School, and quite likely this is true. The reason, however, might well be traceable to his own youthful impatience to get to grips with ‘art’ as he understood it, and to a brash confidence in his ability to learn quicker than the average student. He was eager to get a brush in his hands, a real subject in front of him, and the smell of oil paint under his nose. In his ignorance he had once tried to paint using salad oil to mix his colours; he joked into his old age that his efforts were probably ‘still trying to dry’ somewhere.3 He believed he was capable of progressing faster than permitted by the Gallery School, with its notions of a long and painstaking training in a wide range of skills.




    The stories he was hearing about Meldrum aroused his curiosity more and more. And not just his, but Jim Minogue’s and others’. And then Justus Jorgensen made the move to study under Meldrum, as a result of two experiences. He had been trying to draw a small water-god in class, when the painter Dick McCann gave him some help. ‘This is wonderful’, said Jorgensen. ‘Don’t thank me, thank Meldrum’, said McCann, who then told him of a Meldrum lecture coming up.4 This was the clincher for Jorgensen, who found himself listening, amid heckling and scoffing from hostile sections of the audience, to a defiant and passionate disquisition by a diminutive Scot with a scrannel voice. The lecture, illustrated with lantern slides of classical masterworks, was on the ‘Invariable Truths of Depictive Art’, and Jorgensen was so captivated that he immediately resolved to leave the Gallery School and become a pupil of Meldrum. When he heard all this, Colahan demanded to be introduced to the notorious genius.




    Of course, many now know about Max Meldrum, the artist with a ‘theory’. The basic facts have frequently been recorded: that this Gallery-trained but essentially self-educated Scot created a ‘school’ of painters in Melbourne in 1915, that he was a controversial and opinionated man who believed he had discovered the key to the construction of great art, that his vigorous promotion of his views won him enemies and friends throughout his life, and that he grew shriller and more beleaguered as the years passed. At the same time, it is a pity that it is not more appreciated that he was virtually the only artist who actually developed a theoretical conception of what he wished to do and teach, and that more attention has not been devoted to his standing and influence.




    Likeable or not, genius or charlatan—and all extremes were invoked in the brawls surrounding him—Meldrum certainly left his mark on Australian painting and stirred up a public interest in art in Melbourne through a period that would otherwise have been blandly somnambulent. This, as well as his influence on the young Colahan, make it important to remind ourselves of who and what he was.




    Meldrum was born in Edinburgh in 1875, came to Australia as a youth, studied at the National Gallery School, and won the coveted Victorian Travelling Scholarship in 1900. It is said that on hearing he’d won he immediately made a typically theatrical gesture by slashing to shreds a large academic painting he’d done at the Gallery School, swearing it was the last time he would put an insincere brush to canvas.




    He went to France and stayed for over twelve years, moving between Paris and various parts of the French countryside, painting mostly landscapes in the region of Pace, and showing in French galleries. He returned to Australia in 1913 with a French wife, two small daughters and, he insisted to friends, only £10 in his pocket. After a failed farming venture, teaching was his obvious option, so he set up a studio in the centre of Melbourne and, with the added promotional value of public lectures, began to impart his recently developed views to anyone willing to learn. The arguments and style of his teaching were so forceful, anti-establishment and convincing that pupils soon began to flock.




    The influence of his time abroad in the development of his ideas has likely been underestimated. Some art historians have tended to date the beginnings of his philosophy of ‘tonalism’ from a time after his return to Australia. Mary Eagle, for instance, writes that he formed it in 1915, ‘after a few months painting in the countryside with two artists from Sydney, Harley Griffiths and Elioth Gruners,5 and suggests that the theory was an amalgam of views that originated with the two Sydneysiders.




    This is doubtful. It is difficult to imagine a man of Meldrum’s temperament simply accepting the views of two Australian painters (and Mary Eagle herself makes the point that Meldrum had little regard for ‘Anglo-Australian’ painters and Australian art generally). It is much more likely that Meldrum formed his views during his time abroad,* particularly from a careful study of Salon painters of the Paris and Munich schools, from Barbizon painters such as Millet and Corot, and above all from his fierce ambition to belong to the tradition of Velazquez and Rembrandt—he was well aware of the latter’s preoccupation with theories of light. Tonalism, like the classical tradition itself, was a child of Europe, and that was central in its powerful appeal to Meldrum. It was no sudden idea dreamt up on a Sydney excursion.




     




    * All Meldrum school painters I have interviewed agree that its origins are European, as do art historians Alan McCulloch in Encyclopedia of Australian Art (London, Hutchinson, 1968) and Bernard Smith, who in Australian Painting 1788–1960 (Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1962) p. 177, writes that ‘After much study in the Louvre [Meldrum] came to the conclusion that great art had always been impersonal and concerned essentially with the objective depiction of appearance’. And in any case, Meldrum was painting tonalist pictures in France, before he returned to Australia—see his painting Peasant of Pace, and other works done in that region before 1915.




    Other features of its attraction lay in its rational simplicity: a fourth generation rationalist, as he so often loved to describe himself, Meldrum was anti-elitist and committed to the demystification of knowledge, especially in art. He believed that painting is about rendering what the eye can see, and that this can be done ‘scientifically’ by understanding the tonal values of light as it strikes the objects around us. There is no need to draw the outline or shape of objects first, and no need to understand the structures beneath their surfaces; appearances are all that matter, and painting is a ‘science of appearances’, in which the artist methodically grades the tones—not colour as such, which is a separate element—to reproduce what the eye sees. ‘The art of painting’, wrote Meldrum, ‘is a pure science—the science of optical analysis or photometry. We must, therefore, assume its impersonality with that of the other sciences’.6




    As we can see here, the use of the term ‘science’ is at least partly a rhetorical ploy to signify a rejection of modern notions of subjectivity. There was a long and now largely discredited nineteenth-century tradition of attempting to apply strict socalled scientific ‘laws’ to human issues—phrenology was one of the more comic examples, and social Darwinism one of the more dangerous. To talk about the ‘science of seeing’ is to attempt to attach impersonal and objective ‘laws’ to a human activity. This is not in itself impossible nor without value, although such a notion of ‘seeing’ is, in Meldrum’s account, limited to the immediate impression received by the eye, before the brain engages and begins to interpret the information.
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