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INTRODUCTION




To repeat an old truth is to be merely academic; but to state an old truth in a new way is to be creative.


Alan McCulloch, 19591





‘FNTASTIC, I’LL SEE you in ten years’ time.’ Such was the response of Alan McCulloch’s granddaughter, Emily McCulloch Childs, on learning that I had accepted the keenly anticipated but formidable task of writing on the Australian artist, critic, author and gallery director Alan McCulloch. My cheeky retort would return to haunt me: ‘I’ll see you in eighteen months.’


Alan McCulloch (1907–92) is best known as an art critic for the Melbourne Herald, a position he held for an unbroken period of thirty years between 1951 and 1981. Prior to that he was art critic for the Argus and editor of the revamped Australasian Post, followed by associate editor of Meanjin Quarterly and foundation president of the International Association of Art Critics (Australia). At the age of sixty-three, McCulloch founded the Mornington Peninsula Arts Centre (later Mornington Peninsula Regional Gallery) and became its longest-serving director. McCulloch was also a noted artist, illustrator and cartoonist, with three solo exhibitions to his credit (spread over twenty years) and a host of books, journals and newspapers that bear his economical line drawings and sharp wit. He wrote two monographs on Australian art: The Golden Age of Australian Painting: Impressionism and the Heidelberg School (1969) and Artists of the Australian Gold Rush (1977), not to mention a small tome called the Encyclopedia of Australian Art, something that he (and his family) laboured over for no discernible financial reward for more than four decades.


Defining a life’s work in a paragraph can never do it justice; however, what these few references make clear is that art was Alan McCulloch’s vocation and an all-consuming passion. McCulloch maintained that drawing was his first love and so it was, but this love of drawing diversified and played out in a multitude of ways. There was his childhood appreciation of revered English pen-and-ink practitioners such as Charles Keene, his envy of the barbed by-lines of Australian Will Dyson and a fascination with the loaded line of political cartoonists such as George Grosz and those within the pages of Weimar Republic magazine Simplicissimus. To these influences add firsthand contact with American and European art and culture in the immediate post World War II period—in particular, artists that we associate with the School of Paris—as well as the emergence and championing of a new generation of modern Australian artists during the 1930s and 1940s. We can begin to appreciate how the fundamentals of making and appreciating art would inform and sustain so much of McCulloch’s personality and philosophy.


Alan McCulloch witnessed some of the most turbulent events and periods recorded in human history and was a participant in many of the decisive (and often divisive) moments in twentieth-century Australian art. The 1930s Depression came at the same time that McCulloch was cutting his teeth as a young artist and illustrator; as a fledging art critic during World War II he joined in the debates between the newly formed Contemporary Art Society and conservative forces in Australian art; he followed the post-war diaspora of Australian artists and writers who left for Europe and America only to return to make an impact in the 1950s; he watched and commented on the rise of abstract art during the period of the Cold War; and he lamented how conceptual art had gained a foothold in the early 1970s as Australia moved to a more pluralistic and open society.


It is possible then to construct a very personal take on Australian and international art, and particularly that in his hometown, Melbourne, through the lens of one man. The book that follows has been developed with this aim in mind. It takes the form of a cultural history, examining aspects of twentieth-century art through reference to Alan McCulloch and his interaction with the art world from the 1920s until his death in 1992. Unpublished primary material such as letters, fictional autobiography, essays and illustrations drawn from the McCulloch Family Papers in State Library Victoria (SLV) provide a strong focus for the writing. This archive consists of several thousand letters and manuscripts and has been described by author Kenneth Hince as ‘a particularly rich, dense, and formidable collection’. The SLV also contains many additional books, pamphlets and artworks attributed to McCulloch, as well as his personal diaries, and as such has been the mainstay of much of the research.


In her erudite biography on Bernard Smith, Sheridan Palmer describes how they met towards the end of his life, late enough to glimpse the ‘hardened shell of a triumphant but battle-worn man’.2 Smith was a contemporary of McCulloch and considered the father of modern Australian art history. I was also fortunate to meet Alan McCulloch towards the end of his own long and illustrious career. Less battle-worn, McCulloch was forever an optimist. My memory of that first meeting is of an old man, his tanned, cragged face framed by white, wispy hair, stooped over an old Remington typewriter, flogging it with two bony, elongated fingers. McCulloch looked up from his task to acknowledge my presence, producing a beaming smile and cheeky grin, saying: ‘A curator, you say—well, we might need another one of those.’


This was 1990 and McCulloch was in his eightieth year. He was heavily involved in overseeing the relocation of the Mornington Peninsula Arts Centre from its original converted weatherboard house in Vancouver Street, Mornington, near the beach, to its purpose-built facilities on the other side of the Nepean Highway. This was despite protestations from his close friend, long-time Meanjin editor Clem Christesen, who was urging him to plan his succession. McCulloch had fought hard and long for the new gallery, and he was determined to see it through to fruition. While the gallery never eventuated at the scale and beauty he had initially hoped, he was busily involved in setting it up and securing its future growth. Little did I know then, as a young postgraduate student and would-be curator, that I would work there for many years and that I would end up writing the McCulloch biography. But in a way my fate had been already ordained. When I was conducting research on McCulloch at SLV as the inaugural recipient of the Dr Joseph Brown AO Fellowship (2008), I came across by chance the diary entry for 7 August 1990: ‘Rod: 898586 Waverley: Director, asst Director, Curator, Education Officer, Director’s Asst (20 hrs per week). Provision to call upon for outside assistance.’


Alan McCulloch believed that the best art stemmed from a union between the artist’s personality and the conditions from which the art arose. In the process art played a valuable role in integrating individuals within their community and with the world at large. McCulloch held holistic views about art that were drawn from a broad spectrum of writers and thinkers. The sentiments and wideranging interests of the German luminary Goethe stand out above all else. McCulloch could not be content with writing about or making art for its own sake. Rather, he concerned himself with creating the conditions in which art and its appreciation could take root and flourish—in doing as well as contemplating.


Vitally concerned with Australia’s place in the world, McCulloch embraced the art of Asia and of the Pacific, long before it became fashionable to do so. An early supporter of Australian Aboriginal art, he also championed the Indigenous art of this country through exhibitions, awards and the lobbying of new arts venues. His modestly scaled exhibition of bark paintings mounted from the expansive Museum of Victoria collection that toured to the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston in 1965 was among the first and most impactful of its kind to leave Australian shores. In the 1950s, McCulloch was also a voracious supporter of modern artists and was one of a few to recognise the importance of European émigré artists in what they were able to bring to a relatively naive and inward-looking nation. In the 1960s and 1970s, and contrary to how he was perceived by some critics, McCulloch played a valuable role in assisting a subsequent generation of artists to gain traction and progress their art through his support to overseas residences, grants, exhibitions and acquisitions.


Within the wider domain, McCulloch was actively involved in the formation of government policy for the arts and was sought out for his views on issues of national concern. As Australians continue to debate the relative merits and possible form of a national funding body and set of principles to oversee the arts, McCulloch was a key early contributor in the advancement of opportunities and recognition of Australian art both here and abroad. He championed Australia’s regional gallery moment and held to account larger state galleries over their acquisitions and exhibitions. A proud Melbournian, McCulloch supported the relocation of the National Gallery of Victoria to its present site on Southbank and argued for the creation of a city square that matched Melbourne’s nascent cosmopolitan air.


Born and reared with a dose of Scottish obstinacy, a Presbyterian work ethic and the Australian sense of egalitarianism and fair play, Alan McCulloch was able to rise above circumstance and surroundings to fashion a life that lived and breathed creativity. Along the way, he made a lasting and important contribution to twentieth-century Australian art, writing, publishing, galleries and exhibitions.





CHAPTER 1


CALL TO ARMS


ALAN McCULLOCH BELONGED to a generation of artists and writers whose lives were framed by two world wars and the Great Depression. The first two decades of his adult life were split between the necessity of earning a living—he worked as a teller with the Commonwealth Bank in Melbourne for eighteen years—and the release offered by painting, drawing and illustration. McCulloch read voraciously in his spare time; he was an avid gallery goer and honed his skills as a commercial artist, cartoonist, book illustrator, set designer, editor, author and painter. His aspirations were high, and he refused to be defined as one thing over another.


By the time McCulloch launched into the second part of his career in the late 1940s, he was already well versed in a wide range of skills and disciplines. Although drawing remained his first love, he developed a strong self-belief and work ethic that helped him to meet the challenges of becoming an art critic, curator and writer. He had a wry and sometimes self-deprecating sense of humour, as well as a very firm sense of fair play and ethical behaviour. With the support of family and close friends, McCulloch eventually came to appreciate what he had been encouraged by others to believe: that just as art played a significant role in his own life, so it did in society at large. This core belief sustained his contribution to Australian culture and art over the next six decades.


Early days


Alan McCulloch provided a firsthand perspective on life in the 1920s and 1930s in an unpublished and incomplete memoir penned towards the end of his life. He recalled how his burning ambition to be an artist was instilled and then nurtured through the encouragement and example of both his parents.1 Alexander McCulloch and Annie McLeod had met en route to Australia, on the return trip from overseas. A shipboard romance led to marriage in 1905 and the birth of their first son, Henry, in 1906, followed by Alan in 1907. Three years in Cranbourne, on the outskirts of Melbourne, then inner-city St Kilda, preceded a move to Sydney in 1910. In that year, a third son, Wilfred, was born, followed by a fourth, Jack, in 1915.


Annie McCulloch is characterised in the memoir as an unworldly though emotionally strong and focused person. Following the death of her father as a child, her widowed mother subsequently married the owner of the Cranbourne Store and lived a life of modest security. She witnessed the pomp and ceremony of England’s glory days as a colonial power, made the obligatory grand tour of Europe, and experienced the art and music of both England and the Continent. According to Alan McCulloch, his mother’s ‘chief interests [were] family life after which came music, poetry, [and] painting in that order’.2


Born in Australia but growing up in the United Kingdom with his widowed father and siblings, Alexander McCulloch trained as a mining engineer, worked on cargo ships in Canada and Asia. Returning to Australia in the early 1900s, he continued this adventurous life by prospecting and taking out mining leases in remote parts of Tasmania and Victoria and working as a mine manager in Kalgoorlie, Western Australia before moving back to Melbourne, marrying Annie then moving with her to Sydney. Sitting on the verandah of their Mosman home, he would tell the boys stories and paint watercolours of the view towards Sydney Harbour. Alexander led an unconventional life that encompassed a love of drawing, designing ships, poetry, sailing dangerously on the harbour and hard, physical work. Although practical and organised, he had been shaped to be an artist, a vocation that sons Alan and Wilfred would emulate and arguably live out in their father’s ‘unfulfilled ideal’.3


With the death of Alexander McCulloch in 1917, the family fortunes sharply declined. Annie McCulloch and her paid carer, a youthful Ms Creighton, were left with the responsibility of raising the four children. The decision was made to sell the Mosman house in Sydney, staff were reluctantly given notice, and the young family returned to live in Melbourne. They eventually settled in the southeastern suburb of Gardiner in 1919. Alan McCulloch observed that during these years his mother struggled to maintain her ‘standards of attainments for her children’ and that these increasingly ‘were often more than her means’.4 An ill-advised family property investment in 1922 further exacerbated the McCullochs’ financial difficulties. This also resulted in both Henry and fifteen-year-old Alan being forced to leave their prestigious Melbourne day school, Scotch College, to seek full-time work.


The 1920s coalesced as a period of financial insecurity and limited opportunities for the McCulloch clan. While the eldest son, Henry, entered the Bank of New South Wales, Alan managed to gain fulltime employment as a junior clerk with the auctioneers and estate agents Sydney Arnold, Best, and Co. in Queen Street, Melbourne. This was followed a year later by his appointment to a similar position with Broken Hill Proprietary (BHP) in 1923–24. From 1925, Alan worked as a teller in a city branch of the Commonwealth Bank of Australia (CBA). He held the position to earn enough money to support his mother and siblings. A blessing and curse, the job provided a measure of financial security over the best part of two decades at the same time as it lacked the sense of humanity and life that he sought and found through art.



Black and white art


Neither Alan nor his younger brother Wilfred (who harboured similar ambitions and was a talented draughtsman and painter in his own right) had the necessary folio, qualifications or financial independence to enter a sanctioned art school. Instead, the McCulloch boys focused on educating themselves and seeking out usually unpaid illustration work and black and white art.


Alan enrolled in evening classes at the Leyshon White School of Commercial Art in Collins Street, Melbourne, which he attended in 1924–25. Wilfred also gained entry to the same course, staying for its duration and ultimately gaining full-time work. Alan lasted only two quarters, unable to find the three guineas required to continue to pay the fees.5 The line drawing and presentation techniques taught at Leyshon White, and a subsequent period spent at the nearby Working Men’s College under the tutelage of artist John Rowell, equipped Alan with enough knowledge and skills to work commercially. This training was augmented during 1926–27 by entry to evening classes offered at the National Gallery School in Swanston Street, Melbourne.


Tuition was something both McCulloch boys craved, but it was to prove profoundly unsatisfying. The day class at the National Gallery School was the more prestigious and consisted of three years of solid, academic training including a year drawing from plaster casts. Alan and Wilfred received tuition in life-drawing from WB McInnes and the school’s director, Bernard Hall, at night classes. It was an experience that Alan looked back on in the most disparaging of terms. However, it taught both McCullochs conventional methods of drawing, in which objects in a composition were conceived tonally from light to dark, which would hold them in good stead.


Like-minded artists in the 1920s and 1930s were drawn to far less regimented and more self-motivated avenues. They frequented city pubs and studios where well-known artists were known to hang out and engage in public debate. At first, Alan mixed with fellow members of the Gallery School, including James Flett, Herbert McClintock and Sam Atyeo. This circle expanded to include Arthur Boyd, Roy Hodgkinson and William Dargie, who along with Wilfred formed an informal life class, drawing the visiting Ballets Russes backstage from 1936 to 1940.6 Melbourne’s conservative, older artists spent their leisure time at the Savage Club in Bank Place. Alan was occasionally invited there in the 1930s—but the more he mixed with ‘questionable personalities’, such as artist and Communist Party of Australia member Noel Counihan, the less he was welcome.7


Artists banded together to organise sketching trips, share transport and accommodation and conduct their own life-drawing classes. These informal ‘centres of learning’ were augmented by the wideranging free education that could be had at the Melbourne Public Library (State Library Victoria), next door to the National Gallery. Alan combed the library’s art stacks and pored over bound volumes of the German graphic magazines Simplicissimus and Jugend. The library held a complete set of Sydney’s Bulletin dating from 1880, along with copies of Australia’s longest-running weekly, Melbourne’s Punch. McCulloch was initiated into the work of contemporary American and English illustrators who became a major influence.8 He also honed his drawing skills while taking the nightly train home to Gardiner from work in Melbourne. Unbeknown to other commuters, he was secretly sketching their portraits and caricatures. Once home, he continued his creative sideline by compiling illustrations that he would then send off to the Bulletin and other magazines.9


During the two years McCulloch spent working at BHP between 1923 and 1924, a colleague showed him a collection of original Bulletin cartoons. His attendance at a lecture on political satire and then a succession of meetings with Will Dyson—a hero of this golden era of Australian black and white art—confirmed in McCulloch’s mind that this art form had a noble purpose and suited his personality because it could be wickedly irreverent at the same time.


McCulloch identified closely with the biting political satire and portrait-caricatures of Dyson. The latter became something of a reluctant mentor, grudgingly encouraging him to develop his career in drawing and printmaking.10 This included Dyson demonstrating his drypoint etching techniques to the younger man and providing him with introductions to local newspaper editors. McCulloch’s first illustrations were published in Table Talk in 1927, a venerable Melbourne newspaper for which Dyson was also a regular contributor. A drawing that dates from this period titled Artist and patron reveals his debt to Dyson and European artists such as George Grosz. The work became the basis for a 1937 etching that is held by the National Gallery of Australia, Canberra. McCulloch later admitted that ‘I could learn more with Dyson in half an hour than I could learn at the NG [School] in six months.’11


Throughout the 1920s, McCulloch increasingly looked for ways to improve his skills as well as contribute to and become part of an enduring tradition of Australian and international black and white art. This tradition continued through Sydney’s Smith’s Weekly edited by JF Archibald (formerly of the Bulletin) and the new or at least revamped Melbourne Punch. In a major coup, newspaper proprietor Keith Murdoch had recruited Will Dyson from London to join the Melbourne Herald, where he served as its chief cartoonist.12 McCulloch also travelled to Sydney in 1931 or 1932 to spend time with the legendary and opposite pole to Dyson, Norman Lindsay.13 McCulloch used the meeting to expand his art practice and to raise the idea of publishing a book on Australian pen drawings. He had ambitiously started to compile the book under the aegis of Fan Frolic Press, which precociously he had created for this purpose and presumably had taken inspiration for its name from the better-known Franfolico Press.


With Norman Lindsay’s support, McCulloch set about contacting artists of the calibre of Walter Jardine and JR Flanagan. Both men were successful expatriate Australian illustrators, cartoonists and poster designers, who had settled in New York in the late 1910s and early 1920s respectively. McCulloch outlined the project to them and his idea to embrace ‘the principal figures in Australian pen drawing since the advent of Phil May’ by presenting ‘a short biography of each together with reproductions of their work, and notes on their working methods’.14


The book failed to materialise; however, McCulloch’s own career as a cartoonist and illustrator rapidly gained momentum. He had submitted cartoons and illustrations for employer-based publications from the mid-1920s. Some of these first drawings were published in the BHP Recreation Review. From the 1920s until 1939, he was also a contributor to the Commonwealth Bank’s Bank Notes staff newsletter, receiving regular encouragement from the newsletter’s Sydney-based editor E Sullivan. Sullivan was the first to congratulate McCulloch on the publication of his first cartoon in Smith’s Weekly on 25 June 1930. He followed McCulloch’s artistic development very closely, including his experimentation with a new signature that Sullivan considered ‘a great improvement—“arty” and unobtrusive but effective’.15


McCulloch felt sufficiently confident in his abilities by early 1930 to approach the associate editor of the Australasian with a request to draw caricatures for their publication. His drawings were subsequently returned with the curt explanation that it was ‘not our intention to add this feature’.16 Undeterred, McCulloch approached the managing editor of the Star newspaper, HR Gollan, for an appointment as their cartoonist. This newspaper included the established mainstream publications The Argus and associated weekly The Australasian under its banner. McCulloch wrote in support of his unsolicited application: ‘For some years I have been doing free-lance work, including joke illustrations, cartoons and caricatures, and illustrations to stories for various Australian newspapers The Sydney Sun, Smith’s Weekly, Table Talk, and others; but have not yet occupied a staff position on any newspaper.’17 McCulloch’s bid was gallant but not successful. It would be another ten years before he would gain work as a full-time illustrator and cartoonist. It was the 1930s and the beginning of the Depression years in Australia.



Commercial work


McCulloch’s commercial illustration work supplemented his bank salary throughout the 1930s and eventually became his main income. This included self-published books and illustrated stories, along with advertisements and illustration work for magazines such as the BHP Recreation Review and Wireless Weekly.


McCulloch also obtained regular work with Melbourne’s Bucks Department Store, producing their annual Christmas catalogue and regular full-page advertisements for prominent brand names. Small successes such as these were appreciated and celebrated by McCulloch’s family, as well as giving him wider traction in the small Melbourne art and advertising communities. In response to a paragraph in the Argus ‘reporting the success of your book’, one close relative wrote: ‘Your feet are on the ladder now and I hope you will climb steadily and firmly right to the top.’18


In 1936, McCulloch was commissioned to produce a regular column with Melbourne advertising firm Samson Clark Price-Berry Pty Ltd. The editor wrote to him expressing his satisfaction: ‘You can regard your hat drawings as a feather in your cap. Advertisements using these drawings, as you probably noticed, commenced about three weeks ago, and the comments on them have been very satisfactory, and what is more important still, the sales resulting from the series have been satisfactory too.’19 McCulloch was clear about what he had to offer and how much he should be recompensed. Correspondence between him and the director of Pike Bros, who manufactured tailored suits, shows how he convinced his client to build a full picture by running a suite of ads rather than just featuring a single advertisement. Satire and humour were often at the forefront. In this case a penguin wears a double-breasted suit—in response to the heatwave then being experienced across Victoria.20


McCulloch’s efforts received greater recognition and reward the following year. He was commissioned by Alan McCoy & Co. to produce ‘three to four comic strips a week’.21 The magazine editor at the Argus also approached him with work: ‘Lionel Smalley has written a perfectly delightful article about the literature of sport. Would you want an awful lot of money if I suggested that you illustrate it with some of your bizarre drawing?’22 Building on these gains, he wrote and illustrated stories of his own that began to appear in the mainstream press, including ‘Soliloquy on Silverfish’, which was published by the Argus in May 1939. These often focused on people’s struggles with the vagaries of modern life. ‘The Collar Stud’, a piece about the annoying contrivance of neck adornments (subtitled ‘A scholarly essay on an endemic major evil in modern social life’), was originally printed in the Argus’s weekend magazine in July, and then syndicated to Queensland.


Alan’s own art


Success as a studio artist and draughtsman was always McCulloch’s primary goal. This lofty aim was recognised and encouraged by close friends, mentors and his family, who reminded him of the need to align personal ambition with the greater good.


McCulloch valued the important role played by black and white artists in the formation and critique of society, but he was equally drawn to the romantic conception of the artist as outsider. This image was propagated most famously in the 1930s through the work of nineteenth-century writers such as Henri Murger and George du Maurier. According to McCulloch, their books Scènes de la vie de bohème and Trilby had ‘inflamed the sexual instincts of half the young artists of the Western world’.23 Although he had learnt the fundamentals of academic drawing, he shared with the generation of artists who emerged in the 1930s and 1940s the idea that art was the expression of personality. The bohemian ideal in which the artist lived their life in and through their art was the thing that captivated him, as exemplified by the lives of the Lindsays or Will Dyson.24


McCulloch’s fine art first came to public notice in 1930. Several of his drawings and etchings were included in a group exhibition at the establishment Sedon Galleries, Melbourne. Exhibiting alongside artists such as Lionel Lindsay and Sydney Ure Smith was a boon, but the real coup came with the sale of The coming storm for 3 guineas and a pen-and-ink sketch titled Sirocco for £5 5s.25 Sirocco, the name given to a hot, dust-laden wind, was the first work by McCulloch to enter a public collection, purchased for the National Gallery of Victoria by the Felton Bequest Trustees. According to the Herald reporter, the 23-year-old Scotch Collegian and Commonwealth Bank employee had ‘been practising his art for some years, and recently has come under notice of the older hands. They predict a bright future for him.’26


The event was also reported in the social pages, prompting this response: ‘There is joy in the House of McCulloch, that artistic Malvern clan, for Alan found favour in the sight of those who manipulate the coffers of the Felton bequest. His pen drawing, Sirocco, now hangs in the National Gallery where, if I am not mistaken, he is the youngest exhibitor.’27


In the mid-1920s, McCulloch had warmed to the fashionably modern and light-filled watercolours of William Blamire Young and railed against what he perceived to be the dull monotony of the quasiscientifically based art of Max Meldrum and his followers. Of their work he claimed: ‘The paintings all looked the same—brown, green and black with thin, rough edges …’28 His summation regarding the absence of vibrant colour could be linked to the ‘formlessness’ he perceived in the work of the Meldrumites, as they were disparagingly known. This was opposite to the pictorial qualities McCulloch embraced in his drawing and cartoon work, which in the manner of a Chagall favoured a line around a form. He was positioning himself as an inheritor of humanist traditions, embracing art as a form of communicating pictorial ideas, heightened emotions and fundamental ideas about human nature.



Herald art show



As was the case for many of his contemporaries, McCulloch’s attitude to modern art was changed by the Herald Exhibition of French and British Contemporary Art. The exhibition was brought to Australia in 1939 and curated by the Herald art critic Basil Burdett at the behest of Sir Keith Murdoch and the Herald and Weekly Times.29 Consisting of over two hundred works, it toured Australian venues between 1939 and 1945. McCulloch later referred to it as Australia’s equivalent to the Armory Show, which first showcased modern art in New York in 1913. For the first time, he said,




We saw the cone, cylinder and cube formulated landscapes of Cézanne. We saw the passionate impasto and swirling brushwork of Vincent van Gogh, the primeval, post-impressionist arabesques of his friend, Gauguin, the propped up soft watches of Salvador Dali, and, most controversial of all, the unbelievable distortions of Picasso and Matisse … Boyd, Tucker, Nolan, Counihan, Thake and Annois were among the milling mob of students that filled the Town Hall. We were the first in the doors in the mornings and the last out at night.30





Director of the National Gallery of Victoria JS MacDonald famously pronounced the exhibition as the work of ‘degenerates and perverts’. McCulloch, who enjoyed good relations with MacDonald (in one of his earliest articles writing in defence of the conservative Australian Academy of Art), now sided with the march of modernism and modern art. Along with Wilfred McCulloch and their younger friend and painter Arthur Boyd, he visited the exhibition on multiple occasions, staying from morning until late in the day.


Many artists changed their style and technique in the face of the Van Goghs, Cézannes and Picassos. Arthur Boyd’s pastoral landscapes and seascapes, painted near his grandfather’s house in Rosebud on the Mornington Peninsula, changed from cool blues, grey and brown to a profusion of bright colours and equally strongly willed lines and forms. Wilfred McCulloch’s work also went through a major transition—so much so that it proved difficult to tell the brothers’ works apart after they had returned from weekend painting expeditions.


Alan also recalled how this new influence led him to explore a completely different side of art: ‘It directed me towards reading such books as Irving Stone’s Lust for Life.’31 It was McCulloch’s first real encounter with the School of Paris, or at least its origins, and this way of living and making art became a beacon to emulate and aspire to throughout the difficult years of World War II and beyond.


A group of spirited young men, consisting of the McCulloch brothers, Arthur Boyd, Harold Beatty and National Gallery School student and poet Donald Town, established an artists’ camp between Cape Schanck and Gunnamatta Beach on the Mornington Peninsula in the summer of 1934–35; it lasted until its eventual demise from neglect and army target practice in 1941. The group had met in the early 1930s. Wilfred shared a studio with Beatty while Alan was known to Beatty’s family through his involvement in tennis. Beatty’s sister, Peg, recorded in her diary that they frequented Tate’s Tea House in the basement of the newly opened Manchester Unity Building from 1932, the first building to install an electric escalator in Melbourne. ‘The Tate’s Tea House group eventually included (among others) Donald Town, Colvin Smith, Lionel Smalley, Victor Ransome, and Cyril Muskett. Along with the McCullochs, Harold considered the last three of these among his closest friends for life.’32


Late in 1934, members of the group drove to the ocean beach at Gunnamatta about 130 kilometres south of Melbourne and set up their camp, constructing huts out of driftwood. The relaxed and carefree nature of the camp included activities such as games, competitions and bodysurfing, and the masculine bonhomie was captured much later in an article written and illustrated for the Contemporary Art Society’s Broadsheet in 1963. The text was ghost-written by Clem Christesen from information and text provided by Alan and titled suggestively ‘The last of the artists’ camps’, in reference to a long and rich tradition stemming from the Australian Impressionist painters.33 A sensitive portrait of a sunburnt Arthur Boyd was painted by Wilfred McCulloch circa 1937. Its greenish hue was generated by the light flowing through khaki canvas sheets covering the hut made of driftwood, where it was painted. A painting dating to the same period by artist Colvin Smith shows how they lived and ate in the most rudimentary of surroundings. They would live to regret using Boyd’s canvases, draped over racks to dry, to clean dirty pots and pans.


While the members of the Gunnamatta artists’ camp eventually went their separate ways, Alan McCulloch and Arthur Boyd kept in close touch. Sometime during the early 1940s, Boyd wrote to McCulloch from Ballarat in a barely decipherable scrawl on League of Soldiers’ Friends letterhead. He had been posted to an army camp there and had rather unhappily earnt the nickname ‘Wimpy’. Boyd’s fascination with identity and nomenclature is illustrated here: he signed the letter ‘Arthur Merric Boyd’, and wrote ‘Merrick [sic] I like’ in a direct homage to his father. A second letter, written from the Heidelberg Military Hospital where he had been incarcerated with mental health issues, was signed ‘P.R. Boyd AM V101720’.34


In a speech given many years later at the opening of the exhibition The Heroic Years of Australian Painting 1940–1965, McCulloch expanded upon this unhappy period in Boyd’s life, claiming that he and a friend of the Boyds ‘mounted a rescue operation which we put into effect about ten o’clock that night’. According to McCulloch: ‘The mission ‘not only failed but had the important effect of having an armed guard placed on the door of his ward, where apparently the guard remained and was removed only sometime later when he became a nuisance to ward staff’. He noted, ‘AB, unhappily conscripted into the army, [conspired] to fill his tent with pictures that convinced the military authorities that they had a raving lunatic on their hands.’35


War art


With the announcement of war in September 1939, Alan McCulloch placed his family, himself and other young contemporary artists, including Wilfred, in the service of the state. The number of freelance opportunities contracted, including the suspension of his weekly satiric ‘Gulderbrandt’ cartoon with Picture News, due to wartime shortages and decreasing editorial space.36 Forced to explore other options, he pondered ways in which artists could make practical contributions to the war effort.


McCulloch wrote to a Captain FG Sutton in June 1940 on ‘behalf of a group of young Australian artists … regarding their possible enlistment in the capacity of artists in the AIF’. This was followed by one to the Commanding Officer, Southern Command Defence. McCulloch’s suggestion was that a ‘small mobile unit’ of artists be set up to design camouflage, disseminate war propaganda and record ‘personalities and events in Australia’s War effort’.37 One month later, he responded to a broadcast by the Australian prime minister, Robert Menzies, calling on Australians to enlist. McCulloch wrote to Menzies personally and reiterated his view that the most useful capacity he could serve was ‘as a satirist or propagandist’.38


McCulloch saw such measures as a way of utilising his skills and providing financial support his family; however, his efforts formed part of a much wider response. This included the influential art critic Basil Burdett who, several weeks after McCulloch had written his letters, questioned in his July 1940 column for the Melbourne Herald why no Australian artists had yet to be appointed despite the Australian presence in Palestine ‘for months’. He highlighted the vital role that could be played by local artists documenting the war effort in an official capacity on the home front.39


In March 1942, McCulloch espoused these ideas in response to an agenda circulated by the recently formed Artists Unity Congress (AUC). This was a disparate association of artists driven by the perceived need to cooperate in the ‘name of the national war effort’.40 McCulloch, who had little in common with many of the artists, especially those associated with the Communist Party of Australia, began his letter to the AUC’s secretary by introducing the role that could be played by artists in ‘producing pictorial propaganda’. Through the dissemination of information and by moulding public opinion, McCulloch reinforced the AUC’s stated platform to defend the nation and protect its national culture. He drew upon the example of Simplicissimus, staking claims for it to be ‘probably the most powerful propaganda weapon of the last decade’. McCulloch’s proposal to set up a unit to produce a weekly or bi-weekly publication was subsequently incorporated into the ill-fated AUC proposals.41


The news that Wilfred McCulloch was missing in action in Singapore, where he was serving as a stretcher bearer, robbed Australian art of an emerging talent. It also reinforced the need for Alan to stay at home and continue to support his ageing mother. Throughout the war, Alan carried the guilt that he had not been called to serve in action. Alan found numerous other ways to contribute, including organising art fundraisers for the Red Cross, conducting auctions and performing ballet pantomimes with Arthur Boyd and Yvonne Lennie.


McCulloch’s wartime cartoons in the Argus and the Australasian Post can be characterised as agitprop; in the manner of that time, they often depicted, literally, the brute force of Nazi Germany exacting its cruel designs on unsuspecting nations. He also used more sarcastic and humorous means to encourage people to take their wartime duties and responsibilities more seriously.


McCulloch severed his full-time position with the Commonwealth Bank in mid-1944. He did so believing that he could make a living working as a freelance illustrator, as well as in recognition of the toll the job was taking upon his physical and mental state. Cautiously, he wrote to the national services officer in Melbourne for consent to ‘my carrying on my own business as a commercial artist’, explaining that the demands of work in both spheres had become untenable. The reply that he received was not encouraging. It stated bluntly that even if he got consent: ‘It will be necessary to transfer you to the highest priority work within your capacity to perform.’42 Undeterred, McCulloch resigned one week later.43 In doing so, he had to forgo severance entitlements, which the CBA withheld during war from staff who resigned to pursue other occupations.44 The conflicting demands between the life of an artist and the soulless work that he had had to endure had clearly become too much. Blind optimism may also have been tempered by the news in February 1944 that Wilfred had died in Singapore two years earlier, in 1942.45


Art, ballet and the theatre


Modern ballet was an important avenue for emerging artists such as Alan and Wilfred McCulloch to engage with contemporary art and design. Three companies that were offshoots of Serge Diaghilev’s famous Ballets Russes toured Australia from 1936 to 1940 through the aegis of entrepreneur Colonel Wassily de Basil. The colonel’s Monte Carlo Russian Ballet toured for nine months between 1936 and 1937. A second company, Covent Garden Russian Ballet, toured over seven months between 1938 and 1939. The third tour combined Russian dancers now based in England and America and was popularly referred to as the Original Ballet Russes. The tour began in December 1939 and concluded in September 1940; originally planned to run for ten weeks, it was extended owing to the complexities of war.46


Colonel de Basil actively encouraged artistic responses to his productions by providing local artists with access to rehearsals on each tour.47 Like many of his fellow artists, McCulloch was captivated by the costumes, set design and choreography of the three ballets and attempted to incorporate aspects of each into his own art. This included the humorous ‘Ballet Ideas’ for Henry Bucks’ Christmas catalogue in 1938 and a 40-page Ballet Russes Comedy on tour mock-up booklet, by Olga Phillipoff, that was accompanied by McCulloch’s drawings based on performances of the Ballet Russes Comedy. In 1938, McCulloch published his own booklet inspired by the touring ballet, called Ballet Bogies. The publication included illustrations and cover designs by Alan, as well as text by Lionel Smalley and decorations by Wilfred McCulloch. Alan was a master of the spare line depicting the quick glance and impish facial expressions. His skill in capturing the drama of the ballet was evident in numerous drawings, watercolours and improvisations.


McCulloch extended his involvement to include costume and set design. In a manuscript on the art of theatre written in 1950, he reflected upon the rich modernist traditions and the ‘opportunity to design on a vast scale; here was a chance to indulge in the most desirable kind of collaboration with two other arts’.48 He was able to develop these ideas in a subsequent essay titled ‘Design for the Theatre’, produced as part of the National Theatre Arts Festival held in Melbourne from February to May 1952.


McCulloch reflected on the importance ‘of real set design’ that was introduced to Australia through the original tour of the Ballets Russes and was henceforth ‘manifest locally in the striking designs of Loudon Sainthill’.49 McCulloch looked up to Sainthill, who had achieved a swift and lasting pre-eminence in theatre decor with his 1939 exhibition of drawings from the ballet and 1940’s ‘Theatre and Ballet Exhibition’. The latter show had been organised under the auspices of the British Council, arranged by local promotor Tatlock Miller and held at Melbourne’s Myer Emporium. As well as presenting opportunities for hard-pressed Australian artists to make a small income during the Depression and war years, these artistic disciplines offered visual artists a chance to push their art into new directions.


Some of the Ballets Russes dancers stayed on in Australia and helped to form companies here. In Melbourne, this included Edouard Borovansky, who together with his wife, Xenia, formed a company in 1940, relying on a troupe of dancers headed by the Australian-born prima ballerina Laurel Martyn.50 McCulloch contributed to the company’s repertoire by designing costumes and sets and joined Martyn’s offshoot, the Melbourne Ballet Club (later renamed the Victorian Ballet Guild), as a member in early 1944. His involvement in the club stepped up when he agreed to edit its magazine. In 1946, he served on a set design subcommittee that included his friends and fellow artists Len Annois, Alan Sumner, Harald Vike and Charles Bush.


One of Borovansky’s Australian Ballet productions toured nationally and internationally, including a season at His Majesty’s Theatre, Auckland, in 1944. McCulloch’s set designs received enthusiastic comments from patrons of the Theatre Royal in Sydney and Adelaide, where the latter theatre was, according to one eyewitness account, full most nights.51 A conversation in which the director, Borovansky, was thought to bear a likeness to actor Charles Boyer was translated into drawings by McCulloch: ‘“Then after the first night”, I said, “Well did you like Boro?” She said, “Oh I love his jaw. Like hell we do!”’ The lovely quivering line sketches and the set designs and specifications for Borovansky’s Australian Ballet Company productions introduced a new phase in McCulloch’s artist output.


An adjunct to designing costumes and decor was a behind-thescenes visual response to the theatre and its protagonists. Annois, John Rowell, Daryl Lindsay and McCulloch exhibited some of their illustrations of members of the Borovansky Ballet at Her Majesty’s Theatre, April 1944.52 Harold Herbert recorded in the Argus that ‘Mr Alan McCulloch in his whimsical manner draws in a thin line, members of the ballet in extraordinary poses’, while ‘CT’, in his article ‘Art and the Ballet’, explained: ‘Mr Alan McCulloch, widely known for his work in a lighter vein, has some pleasant drawings, and Mr John Rowell, on a more ambitious scale, shows a successful and competent portrait of Borovansky.’53


Norman Macgeorge, artist, patron and founder of the Contemporary Arts Society, wrote to McCulloch in January 1946 to update him on the progress of the book The Borovansky Ballet in Australia, which was to be published with colour plates by Cheshire Melbourne. ‘I hope’, he wrote ‘to have it out in time to coincide with the company commencing its 1946 season.’ In a measure of McCulloch’s growing success, Macgeorge went on to say: ‘The Sea Legend, one of yours would be put in as an illustration, as for the Russian Dance, I will try and get it in.’54 This former work had been first performed as part of Borovansky’s Australian Ballet, opening at His Majesty’s Theatre in May 1944. According to the Argus critic, ‘Sea Legend, the third ballet, was danced by performers who included Dorothy Stevenson, the Australian choreographer, and the effective scenery and costumes were by Alan McCulloch.’55


Laurel Martyn created her own dance works after leaving Borovansky’s company to form the Melbourne Ballet Club, also in 1946. The Ballet Club’s first program premiered on 6 November 1947 at the Melbourne Repertory (later Arrow) Theatre. Four new works were premiered, including Contes Héraldiques: The Sleepy Witch.56 The set and costumes were designed by McCulloch, with music by Dorian Le Gallienne. In March 1947, the same repertoire was performed at the University of Melbourne’s Union Theatre. One critic commented that the ‘larger stage of the University Theatre gives both the dancers and the decor artists a better chance. Contes Héraldiques, a light-hearted burlesque of the 19th century ballet, gains particularly from the extra elbowroom.’57


The decor provided by McCulloch to ballet productions over 1945–46 was a highlight of his involvement. Critics expressed their admiration, while McCulloch’s friends and colleagues wrote from far-flung places to congratulate him on his efforts. Cartoonist Fred Schonbach wrote that ‘Joy Lush gave me a detailed account of the wonderful job you with three other Vic artists did for Laurel Martin’s [sic] ballet.’58 A note from a friend called Llewellyn congratulated McCulloch ‘for the wonderful decor’ and encouraged him to ‘come to New York’ to try his luck, where the friend was currently living and staying at the Barbizon Plaza Hotel.59


First start: Early writing and editing


Alan McCulloch’s first piece of critical writing on Australian art set in train a long, distinguished and arduous career. He was not a natural writer, but he believed firmly in the idea of art as an expression of the spirit of its place and times. He often questioned how artists, including personal heroes such as George Grosz, could maintain the same bite and integrity once they had left their homeland and original inspirations behind. From his experience, McCulloch learnt that there was one or perhaps two standout artists in each generation and that his role was to support them in the face of widespread indifference or dissent.


A typed fragment written in support of JS MacDonald, the conservative art writer and director of the National Gallery of Victoria, and his ‘courageous attempts to protect the nation’s art from the ravages of the Nat. Gallery Trustees’ reveals McCulloch’s ire when provoked, as well as his early conservatism.60 However, McCulloch’s first published piece that gained him widespread exposure was an impassioned response to William Dobell’s Billy boy (1943). The painting featured in the same 1944 Archibald exhibition as Dobell’s infamous portrait of Joshua Smith. McCulloch singled out the former work for the way it ‘shines like a beacon on a foggy night’. According to McCulloch, Dobell’s paintings combined credible human qualities and convincing pictorial values. It was, he felt, remarkably in touch with the spirit of its time.61


The publication of McCulloch’s article provoked favourable reactions from Melbourne’s art community. Artist and friend Guelda Pike wrote to congratulate him on leaving the Commonwealth Bank and on his meeting with Dobell: ‘How pleased Dobell was to hear from you and had every intention of answering’, she wrote.62 A follow-up essay on the Weimar Republic satirist George Grosz entitled ‘Stickman’ and ‘The Painted Portrait in Art’ were also critically lauded.63 Such articles helped McCulloch to develop his writing skills, fine-tune his philosophy and, importantly, secure more permanent work.



The Argus and The Australasian



In October 1944, less than two months after he had left the Commonwealth Bank, McCulloch finally gained work as a ‘staffer’ with an appointment as art critic, contributing cartoonist and editor of the Argus and arts editor for its umbrella weekly, the longstanding Australasian (from April 1946 rebadged The Australasian Post). The newly launched format for this black and white weekly provided McCulloch with a living wage earnt from art for the first time. It gave him the opportunity to advance his contributions to Australian art and culture on a national stage.


Management had high hopes for the revamped weekly, which it was seeking to ‘transform into a livelier news and current affairs journal’. Author and journalist George Johnston was appointed as the inaugural editor after having been sounded out about its potential focus and viability.64 According to McCulloch, both he and Johnston had their own ideas: ‘I wanted to create an Australian Jugend and George wanted to create a Time Magazine.’65 Despite the differences, they hatched an ambitious program. Gallery directors and artists responded favourably to the plan that was outlined in McCulloch’s letters—including Art Gallery of South Australia director Louis McCubbin, who offered to help McCulloch with his plan ‘to revive interest [in] black and white artists’.66


McCulloch commissioned artworks from a variety of previously untapped sources as well as contributing himself. An Australia-wide call for illustrated jokes by local artists went out. Entries were solicited for literary competitions, including a generous £500 cash prize for a ‘Great Australian Novel’. McCulloch bravely approached emerging contemporary artists, including Albert Tucker and Arthur Boyd along with political radicals such as Noel Counihan, to become contributors. Under his watch, their work was duly accepted and published.


Of all these artists, Counihan was often characterised as the tough dilettante. However, he showed a softer side with the submission of his first drawing for the weekly, gingerly writing to McCulloch to request his ‘opinion of it’ and to assist in future ideas he had in mind.67 McCulloch was also successful in recruiting the Norwegian-born painter Harald Vike to a permanent staff position. The otherwise penniless Vike, who had arrived in Australia in 1929, was henceforth commissioned to produce two weekly jokes for the Australasian, three caricatures a week for the Argus and occasional illustrations for associated weekend magazines.68


Through his work at the Australasian, McCulloch supported emerging Australian-born illustrators and cartoonists at a time when work and opportunity was scarce. Many of these artists would go on to become some of Australia’s best-known (and most highly paid) artists, including Frank Lovell, Klaus Friedberger, Cedric Flower, William Martin and the young Vane Lindesay.


McCulloch responded enthusiastically to recommendations and approaches from artists who specialised in humorous cartoons and were serving in the armed forces.69 The Sydney artist and illustrator Cedric Flower conveyed his thanks to McCulloch and was glad he liked his drawings: ‘I should like to send you some more. Frankly, I feared you would not like the drawings or the “macabre brand of humour”.’70 One friend, a soldier posted in Darwin, was equally thankful:




Many thanks for the Australasian which I received. Your double spread and write up of the Archibald Prize exh were well worth the journey over. Your article and choice of pictures chosen for the page were very interesting. I loved your comic page, ‘Wartime Service’, it’s just about everyone’s experience. The last two drawings were a scream.71




Recent emigrants from Europe, including Frederick (Fritz) Schonbach, a native of Vienna who arrived in Melbourne in 1938, became involved. He enlisted in the Australian Army, before migrating to Brazil circa 1946. Battered by his experiences of war and dislocated from family and home, Schonbach wrote to McCulloch from his home in Rose Bay, Sydney, questioning his ability as a cartoonist and asking McCulloch for his opinion. Schonbach postulated in response to an offer to run his cartoons in the Australasian: ‘Has my vein of humour—which has, according to many, always been on the bitterish side—has it dried up without my knowledge or is it the poor taste or lack of taste that presents Sydney joke-block merchants from acquiring anything that is not lifted from overseas magazines, or that is not sufficiently corny to be a genuine local product?’72


High hopes for the Australasian were shared by other Australian artists and writers. Respected cartoonist Lionel Smalley wrote to the editor in May 1946 suggesting that while ‘Argus publications had always been pretty dull’ there was no ‘reason why this one should be’.73 Cartoonist Bill Martin wrote directly to McCulloch in November 1946: ‘Your enthusiasm has resulted in a considerable improvement in the appearance of The Australasian. Good luck. Keep it up.’74 In the same year, McCulloch proposed to George Johnston that the Australasian contribute £50 for best exhibit at a newly initiated Victorian Artists Society nationwide exhibition of Australian drawings.75 Sadly, the response from management was not as enthusiastic: ‘Regret it is Not possible to approve this recommendation at present.’76


In his role as Argus art critic, McCulloch took the opportunity to develop his writing skills under the tutelage of Johnston. In addition to the ordinary and often run-of-the-mill exhibition reporting, he was able to engage with artists, issues and events of significance. He used his position to support exhibitions that contributed to the war effort, or that highlighted aspects of it that had not attracted commentary elsewhere. One of these was the important Australia at War exhibition that was held at the National Gallery of Victoria in the spring of 1945. McCulloch noted that ‘Orban, Roderick Shaw, Tucker, Counihan, Boyd, O’Connor, and Bergner are all artists of versatile and original capabilities; if they can be criticized for excessive intellectualism or social consciousness these biases in themselves can promote development.’77


McCulloch actively promoted the work of aspiring modernists including Aileen Dent, Lina Bryans, Constance Stokes, Mary Macqueen and the German-born artist Elise Blumann at a time when female artists were often patronised or overlooked (even though they often outnumbered their male counterparts). Blumann had arrived in Western Australia in 1938 and made a new home there far away from the turmoil of Nazi Germany. Known for her portraits and landscapes composed in modernist styles ranging from impressionism to expressionism, Blumann held her first solo exhibition in Melbourne at Velasquez Gallery in February 1946. McCulloch wrote glowingly of her work, sensing an uninhibited approach to painting that was both ‘vigorous and full of life’.78 The same exhibition was ignored by the respective art critics from the Age and Herald.


McCulloch also introduced the Australian public to historical and contemporary European artists including Franz Hübner, George Grosz, Olaf Gulbransson and Jean-Louis Forain. He alerted readers to the case of artists who had been largely written out of recent history, including the Australian Impressionist John Russell. And he went against management by giving space to socially committed and progressive artists, including members of the Communist Party of Australia and of the recently reinvigorated Contemporary Art Society (CAS).


This was a time of transition for McCulloch, in which he discarded earlier allegiances and consolidated his philosophies concerning what made great art: this meant a shift from traditionalist ideas and conservative tastes towards a more expansive understanding and appreciation of the emergence of (a second wave of) modernism in Melbourne. In 1945, reader Rosemary Vike wrote to the Argus editor to support McCulloch’s controversial criticism of the seventh annual Australian Academy of Art exhibition. McCulloch had characterised it as droll: ‘The facts are that if this exhibition indicates accepted official standards, then the outlook for the Australian artist is pretty black.’79


In contrast to the sanctioned artists of Prime Minister Menzies’ Academy, McCulloch brought to public attention the work of new and/or emerging artists such as Boyd, Counihan, Stokes, Tucker, Roger Kemp, Danila Vassilieff and Sidney Nolan.


Equally, he was short with art that he felt to be of little consequence or stale. This characteristic can be gauged in his write-up of an exhibition of monoprints by Tom Garrett held at Kozminsky Galleries, Melbourne. McCulloch’s review, which appeared not long after he had joined the Argus in October 1944, concluded: ‘The effect is charming, romantic, and saleable; occasionally it is poetic, but it is too remote from life, and, seen in bulk, is much too sugary to be artistically important.’80 His stated belief that good art was born out of a dialogue with the great art traditions and inextricably linked to the spirit of the times in which it was produced now guided his response.


Compare this to his reviews written in defence of some of the contemporary artists who featured at the 1945 CAS exhibition. Many showed modernist-inspired paintings that were mystifying to the Australian public. In August 1945, McCulloch noted how he had been stimulated by a CAS group exhibition opening at Myer Department Store Gallery in Melbourne: ‘Orban, Roderick Shaw, Tucker, Counihan, Boyd, O’Connor, and Bergner are all artists of versatile and original capabilities,’ he wrote.81


In the corresponding show the following year held at Velasquez Gallery, he was moved to note that




Exhibitionism [has] given way to more serious motives [in] … possibly its best show to date … But the things that dominate the show can only be accepted with reservations—We may admire Albert Tucker’s forceful characterisation, but detest the associations evoked by the subjects. We breathe quite freely in Nolan’s naïve pictures, only to be stifled by Boyd’s hysterical mob scenes.82




A similar sense of uneasy ambiguity is apparent also in McCulloch’s review of the work of Tucker, Nolan and Boyd at the Rowden White Library, University of Melbourne, which ironically followed on from a review of the eighth annual exhibition of the Australian Academy of Art. McCulloch noted ‘the stimulating, if amusing contrast’ between the two and then proceeded to extol the virtues of the three artists.83 He struggled at times to come to terms with the work of Tucker, Nolan and Boyd; however, even at this early stage in his development as a critic, he was one of only a few writers in a position to bring the work of this new generation of artists to the attention of the Australian (Victorian) public.


Despite the Australasian’s innovative ideas and enterprising content, and an eclectic mix of contributors, the proprietors’ concern over falling circulation and interest was apparent as early as October 1945.84 McCulloch had been forwarded a copy of Bernard Smith’s landmark publication, Place, Taste and Tradition: A Study of Australian Art since 1788, by its author for the purposes of review. His lengthy and sympathetic review of the first Marxist interpretation of Australian art history was certainly appreciated by Smith but proved to be another example of how his support for modern art and ideas was repeatedly falling foul of his management.85


By the beginning of 1946, McCulloch made known his strong views on the direction taken by the Australasian: ‘its fluctuating attitudes and sporadic attempts at this and that’.86 McCulloch was also under increasing fire for his non-compliance with editorial edicts and support of non-establishment artists. This stood in contrast to the pride he and fellow Australasian contributors felt when their drawings were acquired for the National Gallery of Victoria from a ‘carefully selected exhibition of drawings by local artists, now at Myer’s gallery, [which] is causing widespread interest’.87


Against his best advice, The Australasian transformed into The Australasian Post in April of that year, introducing a lifestyle-driven approach that incorporated colour photographs, a magazine format and light articles. In December, McCulloch received a letter of termination as art critic, along with one month’s pay ‘in lieu of notice’.88 It did not come as a total surprise given his forthright views. McCulloch later revealed, in an interview with art historian Richard Haese, the incessant pressure he was under from Argus management ‘to write critically of left-wing artists’.89 He had also weathered a barrage of heavy-handed editing from the outset of his appointment. He had the ignominy of learning of his fate at second-hand, while on leave.


Whereas McCulloch had looked to create a new era of black and white art in Australia, he found instead that he was witnessing its demise. He now believed that the painter and sculptor had taken over from the cartoonist and that the best course of action, personally and professionally, was to further his studies overseas. He had weathered an escalating torrent of criticism and his writing was frequently ‘massacred’ by copy editors. However, he was generous in praise for the Argus editor-in-chief Mr Knox, whom he acknowledged for giving McCulloch his first real break and supporting his quest to encourage ‘knowledgeable, sincere, and really inspired art’. McCulloch’s parting message to Mr Knox was an impassioned plea for informed criticism in newspapers, or to publish none at all.90





CHAPTER 2


ON THE ROAD


THE THREE YEARS that Alan McCulloch spent abroad in America and Europe from 1947 to 1950 broadened his knowledge and understanding in a way that books, broadcasts, lectures and conversations could not. He encountered important American and European masterpieces and sought out revered examples of American and South American Indigenous art. He was confronted with recent developments in contemporary art and encountered black and white illustration from a multitude of sources. McCulloch mixed socially with internationally renowned artists, writers, critics and performers, with some becoming lifelong friends and correspondents. He attended important art events, including the First International Congress of Art Critics in Paris in 1948, and published and exhibited his work widely. These three years instilled in him the visual literacy and necessary bravura to prepare him for longevity both as an artist and as a critic.


The seed of McCulloch’s overseas sojourn was sown just a few days after he received the letter from the Argus outlining his termination. The proposed destination of his first trip abroad was not Europe—‘the cradle of Western civilisation’—as might have been expected, but the United States and then South America.1 McCulloch envisaged giving a lecture tour on Australian art and writing a series of articles for Australian newspapers based on interviews with artists and impressions of galleries and cultural centres.


McCulloch approached the director-general of the Australian News and Information Bureau for assistance in arranging an illustrated lecture tour for the new year.2 With the encouragement of the chief publicity officer of the Australian government’s Department of Information,3 he wrote letters of introduction to organisations such as the General Federation of Women’s Clubs in Washington, DC and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. McCulloch had capitalised on his friendship with the director of the National Gallery of Victoria, Daryl Lindsay, by writing in the third person to the director of the Met. He fulsomely extolled his virtues by suggesting that: ‘In the event of an Australian present day art collection going to the States it would be most usefull [sic] to us to have Mr McCulloch on the spot to tour with it.’4


McCulloch’s ambitious plan to leave Australia as an official foreign correspondent for the Melbourne Herald was dashed prior to leaving home. Keith Murdoch informed him at the last minute that he could never justify paying McCulloch £500 per year for a fortnightly column. Instead, Murdoch offered to ‘take only a few articles’ at £10 each. He did not share McCulloch’s enthusiasm for the work of American artists; rather, he suggested focusing on ‘American displays of art’, including ‘gallery buildings and design’. This instruction was in keeping with Murdoch’s own interests and his ambitions for the NGV, of which he was now chairman.5 Undeterred, McCulloch left Australia in early 1947, clutching a letter of recommendation and a handful of verbal introductions.


San Francisco and Los Angeles


With the sniff of the briny, McCulloch arrived in San Francisco on 2 May 1947. The weeks following (and much of the preceding eight-week boat trip from Auckland) were productively spent. He was kindly offered the run of a millionaire’s estate in Ross, Marin County, as his arrival coincided with the end of the university lecture season in the United States. From this luxurious bathhouse setting he set about completing a manuscript on the NGV collection that had been commissioned prior to his departure.6 By the end of May, he happily conveyed to his mother, Annie, that he was ‘at long last on the last stages of the book’, which he had ‘slogged away at ever since I had arrived’.7


Once freed from writing, McCulloch arranged introductions to artists, academics and museum directors and visited numerous galleries and museums. His experiences there and soon after in Los Angeles were to have a transformative effect. McCulloch wrote to Grace McCann Morley, director of the San Francisco Museum of Art, thanking her for her help in securing speaking engagements and recording his intoxication with what he had seen:




The art world of San Francisco continues to be a fascinating experience for me: the very interesting American work in your museum, El Greco’s wonderful ‘Adoration of the Shepherd’ (the most magnificent piece of painting I have ever seen), to say nothing of the marvellous Goya ‘Bull Fight’ (could anything be more purely impressionistic?) and the Titians and Tintorettos at the Legion! I doubt, if I had to lecture at this moment, whether I could utter one syllable.8




The revelations provided by European old masters, including an El Greco retrospective, were counterbalanced by seeing exhibitions of contemporary American, British and European paintings and drawings. Leaving San Francisco, McCulloch went to Los Angeles expressly to see the Edward G Robinson Collection from the Museum of Modern Art, New York, and to meet the Italian-American artist Rico Lebrun. While an appointment to see the Robinson collection was cancelled at the last minute, McCulloch did meet Lebrun, saw an exhibition of his drawings and was invited to attend classes conducted by him at the Jepson Art Institute in Los Angeles. Lebrun’s direct, uncomplicated style of teaching and his understanding of, in McCulloch’s words, ‘the meaning of line’ confirmed McCulloch’s admiration of him. Henceforth, McCulloch championed Lebrun as ‘one of the two greatest draftsman [sic] in America [and] the greatest influence in my life since Dyson (that is in drawing)’.9


McCulloch approached potential publishers in San Francisco and Los Angeles to promote his caricatures and illustrated travelogues. Heartened by the response and the offers of work, he felt reassured that his style of line drawing and mastery of techniques would stand him in good stead for future assignments, both in California and later New York. He continued to sketch the people he met and the places he went. This included a caricature of the controversial and reclusive American author Henry Miller and his family, which was drawn at Miller’s retreat at Big Sur. At that time Miller was being openly vilified by the newspaper chain controlled by Randolph Hearst for reputedly undermining the social fabric of American life.10 One of McCulloch’s drawings of Miller was eagerly sought by the Monterey Peninsula Herald, even though McCulloch was reliably advised by American artist-friends ‘that it could have fetched up to $200 from the Hearst’s!’11


McCulloch also successfully pursued his idea of presenting lectures in selected US cities. The chief publicity officer at the Department of Information in Canberra wrote to McCulloch in June 1947 to send images of Australian art as requested: ‘It is good to know that you have settled down so comfortably in the United States and that John Hewitt has been so helpful. I hope that he and Gavin Casey are able to arrange for you a really effective lecture tour that will help put Australian art on the American map.’12


Hitchhiking south from San Francisco to Los Angeles via Monterey, McCulloch had reached a realisation that ‘he now had something to write [and draw] about’ and that he ‘must start sending stuff to the Herald’. He reflected further on his chosen vocation when he wrote: ‘As for me I have achieved a state of freedom which I never thought possible—my home is my jungle hammock, my living is my pen and a piece of paper.’13 McCulloch understood that in the United States there was an understanding and empathy for his work, and that a market existed for his style of drawing and travelogue writing.


Plans to hitchhike to New York during the heat of summer were sensibly replaced by the offer of a shared road trip. Returning to Marin County, McCulloch was joined by Kay Fawkes, an Australian consulate official, and Ellen Moscovitz (nee Bromley). Moscovitz was an Australian-born US citizen and an actress known for her role in an early Australian talkie, Secret of the Skies (1934), now working as a manager for the American cosmetic company Elizabeth Arden. Ellen had met Wilfred McCulloch in Melbourne and through him Alan. Ellen and Alan had worked at the Commonwealth Bank’s city branch in the early 1940s, becoming close before meeting up again in America.14
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