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Modernism, as a cultural phenomenon, covers an expansive time period usually linked to 
the turn of the century and reflects a conscious departure from the past to seek new forms 
of expression and experimentation. The advances in industrialisation, science, technology, 
philosophy, politics, urban growth and the impact of the First World War had enormous 
effects on society worldwide. Modernism in the arts is characterised by a shift in imagery 
and the accepted notions of perspective, composition and colour, along with the 
development of materials and techniques. In Australia, modern art tends to refer to the 
post-war period until the mid 1960s, which encompasses a diverse range of artists and their 
practices. Australian modernism is also largely about looking in; examining Australia as a 
culture; and celebrating what is relevant to our own society. 
 
Several artists embraced an Australian vernacular in their creative work, establishing a 
quintessential idiom, perhaps most significantly Russell Drysdale whose isolated outback 
figures and desert landscapes became ingrained in the perception of Australian identity. 
Other artists to famously establish the Australian story through now iconic visual 
representation include Arthur Boyd, Donald Friend, Sidney Nolan and Albert Tucker.  
  
Important contemporaries of Drysdale were Donald Friend and William Dobell. In this 
exhibition Dobell is represented by drawings depicting daily life in London, small slices of 
captured observations, such as a horse and cart in the street or a woman at a café. Such 
sketches show his facility of line and confidence as a draughtsman.  
 

					 			 	
William Dobell 1899 – 1970  London Characters and Genre Scenes  c.1935 – 38 
(Seated Woman) ink on paper 16 x 12 cm   (Cart in Street) ink on paper 15 x 12 cm 
 
The reaction of artists to the modern world around them was a strong impetus in 
establishing a new ‘modern’ art form.  



	
Donald Friend 1915 – 1989  The Horse Copers 1944 pen and ink, gouache and wash on paper 47 x 65.5 cm 
 

Friend’s The Horse Copers, is a response to his experience of wartime Queensland. The Horse 
Copers, or horse tradcrs, is one of a small, highly significant group of paintings which are 
known as the ‘gas chamber’ drawings, executed at Chermside, Brisbane, in his converted 
‘gas chamber’ studio at the Labour Battalion Works Camp in July 1944. References to The 
Horse Copers in Friend’s diary of the period are quite specific. On 13 July, he notes the 
purchase of the pinkish-magenta ink which he applied to The Old Observatory that day and 
subsequently to The Horse Copers. In the same entry he records the genesis of the latter: 
 

“It rained all day … so the light went early, and I had to leave whilst the new painting was 
still unfinished, and with yet another idea, suggested by certain shapes in the “Ruin”, still 
burning to be committed to paper. This idea is a tumbled stone cottage in a lonely expanse 
of land and in the foreground a group of horse copers with a red caravan & some horses”.  
 

Another important 
series of paintings by 
Friend are his early 
works of Hill End, 
which build on his 
desire to portray the 
character of this    small 
Australian gold rush 
town. However, Friend 
is perhaps better known 
for his paintings created 
in Sri Lanka and 
Indonesia, such as Birds, 
Canoes and River where 
his fluid line, complex 
layering, use of pattern 
and vigorous  
brushstrokes are   

     evidence of his modern approach to creating his artwork. 
 

Donald Friend 1915 – 1989 Birds, Canoes and River c.1960 ink, watercolour on paper 51.5 x 69.5 cm 



For some artists, travel away from Australia consolidated their responses to their own 
cultural heritage and iconic narratives. This can be seen in the work of Sidney Nolan; 
Arthur Boyd and Albert Tucker. 
 

Tucker looked to specifically Australian stories for inspiration, such as bushrangers and 
hardy, craggy explorers. Much of his earlier work looked to the city, particularly the Images 
of Modern Evil series whilst later work focused on the outback and the bush. Of particular 
inspiration was the vibrant colour of parrots flying through the dense bush.  

	
Albert Tucker 1914 – 1999  Parrot in Bush  1970  oil on composition board  46 x 61.5 cm 
 

Following his return to Australia in the early 1960s and buoyed by economic success, 
Tucker purchased his bush property around an hour out of Melbourne, which was to 
inspire a new direction in his artistic oeuvre. Tucker paintings at this time employed a 
strong use of colour, drawn from the brilliantly coloured King Parrots that played, fought 
and nested in the branches within arm’s reach. The parrots were to become for Tucker, 
both an emblem of beauty and a symbol of cruelty with their spanner beaks and chilling 
screech.    

 
Albert Tucker 1914 – 1999 (Gnarled Tree)  oil on artistboard  36.5 x 46.5 cm  



 
Roland Wakelin  1887 0 1871  Landscape with Horse  1927  oil on cardboard  43 x 55 cm 
 

Colour was a particular concern of Roland Wakelin whose interest in using colour as an 
expressive quality led to the development of an entire theory, which shaped his artistic 
practice. Landscape and Horse (1927) demonstrates the important influence of Cezannne, the 
strong sense of composition and his use of colour, with echoes of similar palettes of greens 
and tans across his canvas and the central diagonal tree dividing the natural bushland from 
the domesticated cleared fields. From the late 1920s, Wakelin’s mastery of and confidence 
in using form and colour to shape his work matured and flourished. 
 

     
Roland Wakelin 1887 – 1971            Bessie Davidson  1879 – 1965 Still Life with Bowl of Fruit   
Off Kings Road Horrrogate 1956 oil on cardboard 65 x 40 cm        oil on cardboard  46 x 39.6 cm 



The concern for using colour to model and shape the composition and the atmosphere, in 
part inspired by Cezanne, is also evident in the work of Bessie Davidson. Davidson studied 
art in Adelaide, traveling to Paris with her teacher Margaret Preston in 1904, before moving 
to France permanently in 1910 where her acclaim as an artist was perhaps greater than in 
her country of birth. Her subject matter was drawn from her life around her, her friends; 
still lifes of fruit and flowers; the landscape encountered on her travels. Her work from the 
1920s-30s onward are characterised by an increasingly vigorous use of colour and texture. 
Still Life with Bowl of Fruit shows her continuing interest in light, atmosphere and colour and 
makes clever use of horizontal and vertical lines to focus the viewer’s eye.   
 
In the period between the wars in Australia, women artists - including Margaret Preston, 
Thea Proctor, Grace Cossington Smith, Dorrit Black, Clarice Beckett, Nora Heysen - were 
leading the way by challenging traditions and exploring new ideas in art with a focus on 
colour, form and design and subjects drawn from urban culture. Whilst there was no 
overall identifying modernist movement, a common experience of a great many Australian 
women artists was travel and studies overseas. Among them was Constance Stokes who 
was awarded the Travelling Scholarship from the NGV School in 1929 allowing her to 
continue her studies at the Royal Academy, London and in Paris with Andre Lhote. Her 
diaries reveal how the modern artist understood the determination required to undertake 
such a career: 
“Drawing must show real understanding of what one is seeing – in the way a good sculptor 
does – an understanding of the complete subject around and through, as opposed to 
simple contour… This is no easy task and required much mental energy and discipline…” 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Constance Stokes 1906 – 1991  (Female Nude)  1964  ink on paper  24 x 33.5 cm 
 
Of course, it was not only women artists looking to the urban world around them for 
inspiration for their art. This observation of modern life can be found in the photography 
of Max Dupain and the work of Danila Vassilieff. 
 
For an artist such as Max Dupain, his photographs can be interpreted in quite a 
documentary fashion, in the way they captured the reality of Sydney society. Meat Queue is a 
now famous expression of the economic depression of the 1930s, with the hatted, coat-
clad housewives jostling for position at the butcher, their faces reflecting the tedium of 
onerous queuing.  



 
Max Dupain  1911 – 1992  Meat Queue  1946  silver gelatin print  43 x 63 cm 
 

A European artist of great influence for Melbourne artists such as Albert Tucker, Arthur 
Boyd, Charles Blackman and Joy Hester, Vassilieff’s urban streetscapes recorded the 
surroundings of inner city suburbs in Sydney and Melbourne, such as Surry Hills, Fitzroy 
and East Melbourne. His rather grim view and muted palette is enriched by the energy and 
movement found in the way he applied paint to canvas, bringing an immediacy and  vitality 
to his modern scenes. 
 

 
Danila Vassilieff 1897 – 1958 (Cityscape, corner Powlett and Gipps Streets) oil on canvas 42 x 48 cm 
 



In a different way, Jeffrey Smart also portrays the modern city. His compositions appear 
more constructed, more theatrical. “Smart is also attracted by the beauty of geometric 
forms, but he is too keen an observer of contemporary life not to  be conscious of the 
disjunctions between abstract, formal beauty and the often, unhappy, over-regulated life of 
the urban dweller.” John McDonald, Jeffrey Smart: Paintings of the 70s and 80s, Craftsman House, 1990, p. 49 
 

 
Jeffrey Smart 1921–2013  Study for Mr T.S. Eugenides, Morning, Shaftesbury Avenue 1978 oil on canvas 34 x 41 cm 
 
 

Aspects of Australian Modernism  
is showing now at Lauraine Diggins Fine Art 

Until 10 November 2018 
Tues – Fri 10am – 6pm, Sat afternoon by appointment 

 
To view the works in the exhibition online please see our website 

www.diggins.com.au 
 
Keep an eye out for future ‘Closer Look At…’ essays which will examine the rise of 
abstraction; the Melbourne Antipodeans; the personal response to the Australian landscape 
and to their own artistic practices; the experimentation of new techniques and elevating the 
ordinary to the ‘modern’. Featured artists include Baldessin, Boyd, Crooke, Dickerson, 
Nolan, Olsen, Whiteley, Williams. 
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