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FOREWORD

There is then no female Leonardo, no female Titian, no female Poussin, but the reason does
not lie in the fact that women have wombs, that they can have babies, that their brains are
smaller, that they lack vigour, that they are not sensual. The reason is simply that you cannot
make great artists out of egos that have been damaged, with wills that are defective, with
libidos that have been driven out of reach and energy diverted into neurotic channels.

Germaine Greer. The obstacle race. (1979)

The history of the second wave of feminism in New Zealand is that of a recognition
of oppression and an acknowledgement that the accepted stereotyped role resulted in
neurosis for many women. The way out was through a new assertion of self — we
called it ‘consciousness-raising’. For some women new self-knowledge resulted in a change
of lifestyle, either as women alone, solo mothers or in lesbian relationships.

There were other discoveries, the empowering qualities engendered by women’s getting
together in groups, the strength and the support that arose from collective decision-
making . . . We could not yet change the world, but we could make our survival in
it a great deal more pleasant.

Some feminists discovered their outlets through their creativity. This book tells the
stories of a number of such women. It describes their pain, the obstacles that hindered
their progress, and above all, it details their success. This was not necessarily success
as measured by conventional artistic standards such as exhibitions in major galleries
or increased sale of their works. It was rather success demonstrated by an ease of self-
expression, the formulation of a coherent philosophy, and the acceptance of their work
by feminists.

A number of themes are central to this book. One theme is the influence of the
Women’s Gallery in Wellington, a permissive environment which accepted each woman’s
unique message:

‘a space where I felt able to make art about things that bothered me: to use it as a place
for art to fulfill its cleansing, developing function: the achievement of new understanding
and growth, marked by the rite de passage’.

Bridie Lonie.

A second theme is the use of the artistic medium to state the personal in political
terms:

They (aprons) are representations of my own body and perhaps that of all creators . . . They
are gut things . . . The objects in the aprons are creations, signs, language, and hopefully
recognised as tools (pacific) to do with housework, gardening, fishing, preparing skin and
cloth . . .

Christine Hellyar.

A third theme is the development of each woman’s art through her interactions with
other feminist artists. As expressed by Allie Eagle:

The early women’s art movement days of Christchurch with Spiral & the women artists’
group & later the Women’s Gallery in Wellington are still very special to me . . .  I think
particularly of Heather McPherson and the really caring groundwork she did to promote
women writers & the amazing commitment that Marian Evans has given me & a host of



A WOMEN S PICTURE BOOK

other women artists. Marian’s encouragement (and Juliet Batten’s) to have the freedom to
make statements about myself/ourselves/our ideas/ambitions will always be a very valuable
keystone in my life as an artist.

Another theme is that common to the lesbian artists — the need to  express themselves,
their lifestyles and their commitment to women through art.

. . .  to make visual language of ourselves — not just our sexuality . . .
Sharon Alston.

A women ’5 picture book is an important contribution not just to the history of creative
feminists but to the history of New Zealand feminism.

Rae Julian
Human Rights Commissioner

ORGANISATION OF THE BOOK

We have ordered the chapters according to contributors’ dates of birth, from the oldest
to the youngest. In most cases the contributor has supplied her introductory note; where
she hasn’t, the note has been supplied by one of us and initialled, along with a brief
note about each text’s origins.

The reproductions included are related directly or indirectly to the text. However,
the irregularity of access to resources for some of the artists means that sometimes
a piece of work is discussed in detail and not illustrated. On  other occasions illustrations
of marginal quality are included for archival purposes. Colour plates are grouped together.
Sizes for all reproductions are given in centimetres unless otherwise indicated, with
height measurement given before width. More space for text and illustrations has in
some cases been given to women whose work is poorly represented in pubheations
and public collections.

Resource lists are grouped, again in chapter order, from p. 205. These show where
further information about the artists and their work may be found with a close off
at the end of 1986. Some women have chosen not to include resource lists; for others
there is no information except in this book. Where reviews are referred to, women
reviewers are named to affirm their work, without which many women artists would
have had very little appropriate critical response. While researching the resource lists
we came to realise how important the work of Broadsheet, Spiral magazine and bitches
witches and dykes has been; if these periodicals did not exist many significant exhibitions
and events would have gone unrecorded.

The Notes/Index at the end of the book (p. 263) is intended to provide a range
of abbreviated information about individuals, places and events within the texts. A guide
to the Notes/Index immediately precedes it.
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Bom  1937, printmaker
She trained as an art adviser in schools under Gordon Tovey 1955— 7 when there was
a new emphasis on the creative exploration of all art forms, rather than just painting and
drawing, as well as the re-introduction of Maori programmes in schools. Marilynn explored
first painting, then graphics. She has exhibited in New Zealand and internationally since
1970 and was the Frances Hodgkins Fellow at the University of Otago in 1974. She stayed
in Dunedin to work as a full-time artist. Her work is held in many public and private
collections, both internationally and within New  Zealand. (Bridie.)

Bridie interviewed Marilynn and the interview transcript was used as a basis for what
follows, during a lengthy process of discussion-by-mail.

Gordon chose people for his art training because of their art ability. I was painting
expressionist land paintings then and we were expected to work on our own work and
to give back our knowledge to teachers and students. I worked in Auckland and North
Auckland and had early experience with groups of art advisers in what is now called
performance, installation and dance etc; and we were expected to work in all sorts
of areas like clay, construction (on a large scale) and weaving. No film as there wasn’t
the finance. It was very exciting. But there was a lot of energy expended in working
all the time. So I took breaks which were unpaid leave and always went back because
there was no other work that was as good as that. I took the breaks to do my own
work, as well as see the world.

I had quite a successful exhibition in Sydney, about 1963, work I’d done in Alice
Springs. It was there, really, that I started getting involved in the mythology/landscape
area, when I looked at the megalithic landscape sites in Australia which have tremendous
mystery attached to them. Plus the Far North of New Zealand, where I worked 1959—
mid sixties as an adviser in some of the areas around Hokianga; all the volcanic areas
of the Far North, the plugs, the land forms, the power and myth associated with them.
I tried to record the power and then of course recorded places that were under threat,
areas of landscape that had changed because of progress, burning off. But in the sixties
there were no  major earthworks such as dam-budding, especially in the Far North.

It was in the mid nineteen-sixties, when I was working up  there, that I started
to get obsessive about printmaking. I began a series of analytical studies of the power
of the landscape, working with line. At that period I invented a method of embossing
and pulling intaglio line out of linoleum, which was all I had to use at that stage.
Most artists did not own presses, or have access to elegant machinery, so we converted
old washing mangles. As advisers we were based in Auckland and used the advisers’
art room as a studio and the office as our working space. It was a group exploral.
And, being trained under Tovey’s scheme, we would normally and naturally give what
we learned back to the teachers or the students that we had. When I look back on
that period (1955—1965) I see the programme’s Jungian emphasis, with the outcome
being a huge body of committed art educators, as well as a breeding ground for professional
artists in many fields of creative endeavour. It was a doing and making programme
which changed afterwards, with different personnel, a new government, a more academic
bias and less finance. I feel very privileged to have been part of it.

I didn’t exhibit until Kees and Tine Hos opened the New Vision Gallery in Auckland
1958. Nobody was interested in printmaking, there were hardly any printmaking graduates
out of universities. It was very traditional and regional; it was painting South Island
and painting North Island schools. I suppose I’m one of the geriatrics.

Then in 1969 the Print Council of New Zealand, under the influence of Kees and
Tine Hos, Dr  Walter Auburn and Beatrice Grossman revived printmaking in New
Zealand. It flushed out artists who made prints, brought printmakers together and
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Fig. 1 Cloud landscape Central Otago 1974
linoleum engraving and embossing, sepia ______

printers ink

36x48
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provided a venue for showing work. Remember that the dealer galleries, with the exception
of New Vision were not interested in showing graphics. The  Print Council put printmaking
into consciousness in the art world. It gave some artists courage. Kees held people
together also, with his enthusiasm—he also spent a lot of his own energy teaching
people about printmaking. Dr  Auburn encouraged and supported people and was vitally
interested in their work. He  was a collector of prints. Beatrice Grossman is still active
in supporting printmakers. She now acts as an artists’ agent for sales.

The formation of the Print Council coincided with a global interest in printmaking.
I think the first New Zealand international showings happened quietly at that time.
In Yugoslavia, Japan and Norway. New Zealand printmakers have been exhibiting
internationally in prestigious biennials for sixteen to eighteen years now. New Zealand
artists get personal invitations because their work is known to international print exhibition
curators. The New Zealand public galleries are very rarely the channel for New Zealand
printmakers to get into international exhibitions.

All my international shows have been by invitation. When I send the works they
are then pre-selected by a group of people associated with printmaking before the final
selection.

I like international shows because you get good catalogues back as feedback and
also you can measure your own work —it’s great when it’s accepted. This is a different
system from New Zealand. Usually the local shows are a curator’s personal choice.
Like the collections. The overseas shows always appear to be very democratic by
comparison. You see what’s happening in all fields of contemporary graphics when
you get the catalogue feedback. I have only been to one international show I’ve exhibited
in. That was Yugoslavia. I can’t afford to travel even ‘off tax’. It’s obviously better
to see the actual show. New Zealand printmaking is good. It’s time the art market
and public conscience was raised in the area. New Zealand printmaking is very innovative
and doesn’t stay tightly bound in academic compartments. It’s very inventive. A lot
of people in art institutions in New Zealand have no knowledge of what is happening
graphically here.

In 1975 I bought some land at Lake Mahinerangi near Dunedin and planned a
garden. In  1976 I had my son Ben and had a period of not working because of domestic
disruptions. But I did my first food print then—Rangitoto for a requested dealer’s
show, on Rangitoto. And I thought how silly to ask for Rangitoto when I’m in Dunedin,
so I turned it into a pudding, I made that recipe and that was really the beginning
of the food series. I turned other things into recipes. James Mack commissioned me
to do the Food show in 1981, so I extended the Rangitoto pudding idea to political
food statements, memories for friends etc. I used a culinary prose style snitched from
Aunt Daisy (I greatly admire her cookbook) and wrote the recipes and made the big
prints. (Plates 1 and 3.)

Because it was a commission I wasn’t bound to market expectations of print size.
I pulled double elephant sized works off glass and handcoloured them. I think they
were very good graphically, good gestural drawing and handcolouring without losing
the quality of graphic surprise and surface. They were still handcoloured big prints
and not big drawings. One of them, Mining crumble, was curated for a prestigious show
called World print 4 in San Francisco. Two hundred printmakers from around the
world were asked to submit work and one hundred were curated for the show. Mining
crumble got good reviews.

I’m a loner really, Aramoana focussed the land-political question for me, as it did
for a lot of other Otago artists. In 1980 I made blind prints of the local plant forms
at Aramoana and called them fossils. Clutha and Kawarau works came after that, especially
the rivers and the confluence of them both. They tie up with works I’ve not shown—
my vividly remembered childhood Enks. The Motu River and the Waioeka River. Clutha
and Kawarau were easier to do as they were removed from my childhood memory
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Fig. 3 Yellow Cloud 1974____________

linoleum engraving and sepia and ochre

yellow handcolouring plus printers ink

Fig. 2 Cloud landscape Central Otago 1974

linoleum engraving and embossing, sepia ______

printers ink
51 (at highest point) x 3846 x 34
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Fig. 4 Snow Clouds, Central Otago 1982

linoleum engraving and handcolouring

43 x 53

Fig. 5 Dark Mountain from Memorial series ‘in

memory of my mother Lilia Vaivin Webb’ 1976

linoleum engraving

50 x 32
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box. Clutha and Kawarau being overtly political clarified the river imagery as they
were removed a stage from the emotional area. Rivers have always been a strong power
image for me. I made the image Clutha blue at that period which I find pleasing and
strong as a symbol because it’s stuck and gone out into circulation— I heard a stranger
describe her skirt as Clutha blue. The Food show works incorporated several Clutha
images into recipe form—like drowned miners’ graves, historical archives (drowned again).
Clutha prints also covered lost wild flowers like California poppies, and viper’s bugloss,
as well as several images of trapped water —water in bondage, water colour and of
course the loss of confluence of the Kawarau and Clutha and Cromwell. I made the
image saying ‘goodbye Clutha blue’ and several in memory of the wild flowers destroyed
with the Clutha. All the rest tie up  to a water image.

The Clutha works also changed my graphic colour approach. With the exception
of the Waipori and Tussock series I did as monotypes in 1981—2 (Plate 2) (Waipori
is another river, it feeds Lake Mahinerangi) I had been working in a monochromatic
way, just adding washes and colour here and there.

I got sick of making dark prints. I did the Memorial series for my mother, 1976,
images of the Waioeka Gorge in Opotiki and called them dark mountains. They were
geometric in format, brooding, volcanic, eased by mist and cloud. They were mostly
charcoal grey and purple black with stark white relief and the clouds were monotyped.

I like to paint and prefer to see the washes of colour instead of an ink build up.
Handcolouring also relieves the boredom of printmaking—I can make one image say
about thirty things. I protect clients by stating the edition number even though they
all look different because of the handcolouring. Of course the majority of my work
is bona fide artist’s editions, with the usual minimal variation between each print.

I am very autographic. Usually a print workshop will print the artist’s work as part
of their deal. Print workshops are places which specialise in the ordinary sorts of
printmaking, like lithographs, etchings etc., but no print workshop can pull off my
works because of my process. Graphic innovations come from studio printmakers who
are concerned with discovering new graphic marks to fit their image; that’s what studio
printmaking is about. The technical side of printmaking is very important for me, but
it is only explored to release an image. In the end it has to be the thrust for an image
and not a bag of tricks. Printmaking tends to make me work in serial imagery, one
image releasing another. My  Protection works (Plate 4) are a large series and the Clutha
series finished at about an edition of ten (that’s for now). Printmaking also requires
personal marks for me. Indentification, the artist’s touch and presence. I am very sensitive
to paper and marks on it and relate to printmakers’ works that contain their presence,
encapsulated within their image and stated by their marks. I work nearly every day.
You have to work every day when you make a living as a printmaker. I put out a
huge amount of imagery. I don’t show a lot of it; and use it as a diary. I also take
a lot of photographs. I also paint.

The Protection works were started at the end of 1983. They were bom because of
various domestic interferences. Some of my trees at Mahinerangi had been sprayed
and killed on one boundary. I had had difficulties with stock eating my garden. I
had become aware of intense boundaries and a certain amount of hostility had been
directed at me and I became aware that my property was being coveted. There was
a change.

I dedicated this series to my grandmother as she had taught me a lot of things
about flowers and plants etc. My garden was also part of my imagery and art effort.
It fitted into a pattern of previous experience like seeing the Book of Kells and all
the tenth century manuscripts I saw in Wales and Ireland. The  format came very smoothly.
The image was there and had a very easy birth. It  fitted with my collections of alphabets
and manuscripts which I used like an electric fence or to spell my grandmother’s name;
some like ‘m’ had historical and symbolic reference. Letters like ‘m’ have very specific
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Fig. 6 Protection work—dark tulip from Pacific
countdown suite 1985 __________________

linoleum engraving, handcoloured with artists

watercolours plus graphite and collage ________

53 * 42
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Fig. 7 Protection work—Lake Mahinerangi by
night from Pacific countdown suite 1985 _____

linoleum engraving, handcoloured with ________

watercolour plus graphite ___________________

61 x 40

spiritual significance, right through time, relating to ideas like the end of the millenium.
The Protection images were paralleled by the design of my garden at Lake Mahinerangi,
where I used certain ideas from books like Robert Graves’s The white goddess. The
runes were not used in connection with the so-called Norse occult school. I made NO
conscious link in that area.

I added the hands to prints as a power image, a statement mainly of power and
healing. I don’t do self-portraits. They are my first self-portraits I suppose. They also
pose threat if they are not my hands so the image works in reverse also. I find a
lot of my Mahinerangi images tend to be mirror imagery—it’s all water and sky.

There are links and parallels to the nuclear series I’ve called Pacific countdown suite;
I sent the works to Paris in 1985. My first anti-nuclear print was made in 1972 and
I called it Landscape with a bleeding rainbow. My second, Bleeding rainbow with a hand.,
was made in 1985 and I used a Mahinerangi focus, a bit prophetic when you think
of the Rainbow Warrior. I have several recurring images like this. Bleeding or burning
or windy skies which escape from the paper or block shape depending on whether
they are handwashed or carved. Fire is another image. Rivers and sky talk always;
and water. I can’t pinpoint my soul journey to this, but I feel land power most intensely
and some areas more intensely than others. I always say hello to my favourite land
places. I like early morning and deep night. I don’t like being labelled as a land protest
artist as I think my unlabelled and more ephemeral land work is just as important
as things with obvious political reference. Land is also my focus. My childhood, my
maturing when working in the Far North (I didn’t choose to work there—we were
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Fig. 8 Landscape with a bleeding sky from Pacific

countdown suite 1985

handcoloured linoleum engraving

77x56

sent by the Department of Education) my visits to deserts, Mahinerangi, I suppose
my land works slot in with the artists who are concerned not only with the survival
of planet Earth, but who are also preservers of its dignity and mysteries.

I don’t know whether the land image is a search for self-identification. I suppose
certain images mirror emotional states, anxieties, fears etc. I don’t use people in my
work as I have more art power when I use land. It feels correct to use my art energies
on land. I don’t have the ‘dry up’ fears if I work with land imagery. It also comes
from me and is not connected with any fashionable image or graphic subliminal image
that may or may not have been stored away in my computer. I find a sort of purity
when I use the land image. Mahinerangi acts as a focus for this like the light entering
the prism before it’s reflected. I am sure that if I was somewhere else, that it would
work the same way. I think some art writers are quite unaware of the new attitudes
artists have about land. They still use words like ‘nineteenth century sublime’ or ‘landscape’
which is a sort of academic put down, because THAT school is supposed to be a
bit passe, perhaps, or doesn’t fit into their ideas of where contemporary art should
be AT.

My work contains many mixtures of being a mixture myself. I acknowledge all my
forebears and my heritage. I would say that my pre-occupation with land power is
perhaps stirred by early memory and my Maori. I don’t name myself any particular
sort of artist. Only printmaker.

(June 1985—May 1986)
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Bom  1940
I grew up in Wellington—urban environment —Zoo—Art  Gallery —Museum —Basin
Reserve—city schools.

Went to an all-girls school—strong role models, even though we were all planning marriage,
managed to go for careers as well. Still have friends from those years.

Went to Wellington Teachers College—hit the liberal era—did Art, encountered lots
of radical ideas. Got married—went overseas—had children—lived in Rotorua. Moved to
Christchurch 1975—took plunge —went to Art School—divorced—became ‘bleeding heart
liberal’, a feminist, and lived in a commune. Seeing the Women’s art environment at
the 1977 Women’s Convention in Christchurch, working on Spiral & Herstory collectives
and the Christchurch Women’s Art  Festivals and the Opening show of the Women’s Gallery
set me up for working in a supportive and sharing way. I consider my most important
exhibitions to be Mothers 1981, Personal/political 1981 and Women’s work 1984 with
Linda James. Personal/political came straight after the Springbok Tour in 1981; we were
both living in Chippenham Commune and had been demonstrating every Saturday. Then
Women’s work — that was about the way our work often doesn’t count —yet our skills of
cleaning, cutting, wiping, and sewing all cross over into our art plus the whole politics
of housework.

States of mind 1985 solo and important because it involved drawing, painting, colour
as well as printmaking—also it had one theme. My  latest show called Woman zone 1986.
18 prints (b&w) some fantasy/domestic bliss from my childhood and the others showing
a new direction with the heart shape but integrated into the prints on a more abstract level.
As  well as being an artist I work in a craft co-operative and attend numerous meetings/
hui on unemployment. I make tiles. Recently we started a Christchurch artists collective
and feminist artists network.

Tilly interviewed Tiffany in Christchurch; the tapes were edited by Tiffany collectively
with Tilly, Linda, Colleen, Susan, AH, Dianne, Hedda and Marian.

How did the Greenham series develop?

Well I started drawing in my  studio after I’d been reading about the Greenham
Common women. I did lots of drawings and found I was getting more and more
involved in these drawings and the same shapes kept repeating. The triangle soon
became a tent; the round shape which seems a feminine shape to me  then was
exaggerated to  the cup shape which allows communication too, flowing communication.
I realise now that I’d been living with this shape because it was in one of Linda
James’s pictures which has been on  my wall for five years. It’s also the shirt with
a slit in the neck which women often wear and I find it has a vulnerable look about
it.

The next step was drawing objects in my  studio like the etching press, the windows,
various things lying around. Then I discovered I was drawing the plate or bed of
the press and I loved the shape. I like working energetically, I find I get much
more out of it and I get fired up. If I work too slowly I get bored with the picture
myself.

It seemed to me  that what the Greenham Common women were standing for
was just the fact of being there, standing up  against these huge machines, these
nuclear warheads. And the anger of the state came down upon those women  —so
many women were put into jail.

The exhibition was called States of mind—the shapes represented the ideas —the
ideas are the most important. And it was new for me  to do  an  exhibition with drawing,
painting and colour and pull all the ideas together and make a political statement
through art.
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Fig. 10 States of mind 1985

black and white charcoal drawing
Fig. 9 States of mind 1985 _____

black and white charcoal drawing

83 x 57 83 x 57
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Fig. 11  The fall I I  1986

etching, soft line
52 x 41

Are there any similarities between how you saw the Greenham Common women reacting to
the authorities and how you see yourself as an artist here?

These women are in reality protecting the life force from the nuclear weapons or
the death force. It was obvious that the state could not tolerate what the women
were standing for and came down on them. This idea is one thing I feel very strongly
about. Always when you’re trying to do  something you really believe in, I find someone
will put this barrier in front of you, they just can’t allow you to do something to
its conclusion, there’s always this stopping I find, in my life anyway. You’re going
along quite happily and then somebody comes along and says ‘no you can’t do  that.’

I often got very strong reactions to my work. Women with political awareness
certainly understood the intention and responded very positively and often emotionally.
Another reaction was: ‘How could a North American tipi depicting London women
be relevant to us in New Zealand?’ something like that, but I don’t understand
that. When you see how the United States is behaving over our nuclear policy,
well, women are the same all over the world in their or our common bondage.

Basically I see the tent as a flimsy but beautiful creation. It’s a triangle, which
is a basic shape, isn’t it? It’s so fragile yet strongly based. It’s standing in front
of a barrier/prison wall/barbed wire fence representing authority of the state/people’s
minds. (You can imagine the lines of policemen against the lines of women.) Behind
the barriers the nuclear warheads. Yet the state is threatened by women and tents.
Why? Because the tent represents the idea and it’s the idea that contains the power.
That was the meaning, not that it was a North American tipi as such.

Sometimes I have felt that people have reacted in the same way—trying to crush
my ideas as if they are trivial when I believe they are subversive.

Another interesting reaction came from someone who saw the shape (cup/wineglass)
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Fig. 12 In disguise 1986 _____
etching, sugar lift and aquatint

41 x 52

and said ‘Was it the inside of a tent looking up?’ It was something I hadn’t seen
myself and realised it could be. I like and expect an emotional response. I want
people to see the different levels and layers. And content isn’t the only thing either.
I want my pictures to work as art works as well.

I like those old symbols. People have always related to basic shapes, basic shelter.

Have you been thinking along the lines of the triangle as supposedly human and the circle as
symbolic of female?

I didn’t do it deliberately, certainly the ideas came before the shapes. The shape
wasn’t so much a circle as a cup/wineglass shape and the colour represents the
water/idea flowing in or out and the stem opens out whereas a circle is completely
closed. I don’t really use circles; I prefer open-ended shapes—even the triangle has
a hole in it; it’s extended. I always found the spiral more relevant but I never used
it much. At the moment I’m using the heart (in Woman zone). Now that’s a real
western commercial symbol, but I love it, it’s so crass really, it says everything doesn’t
it? You couldn’t say it was an ancient symbol, the heart, but I still like it very
much. I see it as strong; even though it can be broken it can also be healed. I
have never thought of my work as flimsy, or feminine shapes or feminist shapes
as flimsy. I think we are incredibly strong. We are, because we are the survivors.

The other thing I’m interested in is shelter. I often draw women in houses . . .
in fact I’m doing one at the moment and the house is eaten away, because I think
we have been put into houses and I’m very much against it. I have lived communally
and I’m against women being isolated by their houses because the energy that pours
into a house is so non-creative for them: whether it’s decorating or housekeeping
or cooking it all falls into a bottomless pit and they seldom get anything back for
it, except the love of their family, ha ha! So I am interested in shelters.
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When you're looking at shelters, are you looking at sheltering each other?

Yes, I have done a lot of prints called Shelter. The States of mind, exhibition was
the idea of women forming shelters for each other and for the world, although I
did make a point of not showing one picture of a woman in that exhibition. I know
women are working together and living together, but I still see them as isolated
and not getting the support they/we should be getting because our society is so
threatened by all that.

How do you think you would have managed without the women’s art movement?

Look. If it wasn’t for the early feminists in the seventies here in Christchurch—
Allie Eagle, Heather McPherson and so on I would not have been taken seriously
and therefore taken myself seriously, which is something every artist needs. I mean
I read Broadsheet and I was a feminist, but if I hadn’t had the support and acceptance
that I had in those early days, I guess I would still have done it but it would have
been harder. And it would not have been the same. When I was still at art school
Jane Zusters got a studio and said ‘You’re coming in halves with me and that’s
that’ (more or less like that). Suddenly I had a studio and I was an artist. That
was 1977.

Then there were the Christchurch Women’s Art Festivals, working on Spiral,
Herstory, the Women’s Gallery—the whole thing of sharing and support (and suddenly
there’s no need for these women’s spaces any more?). I remember one night at
the Women’s Gallery, Allie Eagle talked with Bridie Lonie all one night through
about Bridie’s piece; they went on and on until they had worked it through. It
was amazing to see and hear that kind of support. My experience at art school
was that you very much worked in your own little comer. We kept our images
pretty tame. I have a fair idea that one young woman was challenged in some way
and then left art school unexpectedly because she drew a horse! That was the impression
we were left with, but of course you never really knew; that again was part of the
non-supportive environment there. The printmaking department wasn’t too bad
(second and third years) because we all were using the same equipment and we
got to see each other’s work.

I feel women artists work differently from men artists. It was very important
for me to have my studio away from my house. That was a statement, saying ‘My
work is important’—it’s very important for women to say that.

Now my circumstances have changed. I don’t have small children and the present
studio is the best space I’ve had to work in and it’s just off the kitchen, literally.
I can work out here and keep an eye on things in the house. It’s all a part of
my life and it’s my job too, but I still want it to be integrated with the rest of
me which includes cooking and cleaning and getting on with the rest of my life.
I didn’t feel good about it before: I was always distracted from my work and feeling
bad about it, so that when I went to art school and said ‘I have to go home at
three o’clock (because I had two small children) instead of four o’clock’ I was just
put down. It was a cold response: ‘Oh well, it’s your choice, are you going to be
an artist, or are you going to be a mother?’ So I said ‘I will work through my
lunch hour so I won’t miss one hour.’ But I felt unsupported in my decision.

Are the things you do with other women, especially women artists, enough counter to these
things?

We are starting a feminist artists network. Christchurch is isolated, even in the women’s
art movement; yet we are here, still working and we need to get together and build
up our confidence, talk and share ideas and work together too. We have the art
school here—and I know a lot of women are too frightened to take risks. Not enough
women tutors. We need to see women working—being successful artists as part of
everyday life. I know that applies to everything, not just the art world. Also all
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Fig. 13 Daring young woman 1984

etching, hard line aquatint dry point

28 * 26

Fig. 14 Woman serving herself 1985

etching, hard line and aquatint

28 x 26
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artists need to share more. Women and men. Being an artist often means being
very individualistic. That’s why I’m all for supportive environments—which allow
for commitment to your work. I want to be seen in context —my context which
shows I’m a committed feminist in the world as it is now and that my reality is
valid; yet my work must change as I change.

It seems to me that my work is now less overt. When I first started working
I did women: just basically front-on pictures of women in various positions. And
now my work is really removed from that and it’s more related to women and their
environment (domestic bliss?) and memories or fantasies from my childhood. Also
my reality now. The reactions I get are far stronger and sometimes dense; well I
think I must be doing something, portraying feelings and emotions. What I’m trying
to do is just say my story, really for other women to see because I never had these
role models and I want other women feeling good about working and being and
getting on with their life too. Also I don’t want to buy into all men are oppressors
and get stuck there, otherwise I’m wasting my energy. Yet in New Zealand there
is a very strong heritage of women artists (which somehow gets forgotten). I want
us all to be part of that.

I really enjoy working and I like my work. If I’m not working I get into a state
of panic. I feel something will die in me. It’s a terrible feeling, so when I start
working I really do enjoy it. The more I do the etching process the more I love
it. Printmaking does work for me. I find the reverse image means a different view.
I nurture the plate through various processes of wiping, cutting, inscribing, putting
it in the acid bath till finally I ink and print it. The techniques are to be used
like any other techniques. I’m not interested in technique for its own sake. It’s just
a way to get the desired result of communicating.

Perfection for perfection's sake?

What is perfection? Dallas? Dynasty? You can have it. That’s another thing that’s
put on to women—to be perfect — perfectly bland —perfectly boring. No, it’s really
bad, perfection—it’s just another form of restraint or repression.

So the important thing is the how, the process?

Well, it’s not the most important, but it’s definitely part of it. I get something from
it, it gives me something back. When I do the etching process things happen, but
the plate gives a structure. With painting and drawing, things happen too, but with
the plate things happen that you can’t control. And although they say you should
never overdraw, never overwork, I reckon you should. It’s much better for you
if you overdraw, work it to the full. Don’t stop because it looks beautiful, but go
that extra step and force it. If you stop you never know how far you could go,
that’s the same in life, isn’t it?

When you look at your work, looking back to the beginning, do you see an obvious integrity
all the way through that you're proud of?

I feel there is integrity in my work. I use lots of women’s images. Women’s images
are different from men’s. I was unsure about it to begin with. I like sharing and
working with women and I need the support. I have done life drawing with friends
since 1977. I started with Jane Zusters; we drew each other so I learnt that life
drawing can be relaxed and informal. The doing, talking, is part of our Eves. Now
I draw with Linda James, we have shared a studio and exhibited many times together.

Integrity, I hope there is. I always will try to say something honestly and get
a message across. To  make women feel better about ourselves and understand our
situation and realise we are not alone.

(February 1986)
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Fig. 15 Mothers Day 1986

etching, soft line and aquatint

28 x 26
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Fig, 16 And the ink fades in the lines 1986

etching, hard line and aquatint

28 x 26



BARBARA STRATHDEE

Bom  1941, Wellington
Barbara Strathdee trained as an artist by working in advertising as a fashion artist before
years of part-time studies at classes in New Zealand and Europe.

After going to Trieste, Italy to live in the mid-sixties, she was influenced by one teacher
especially —August Cemigoj, a Bauhaus constructivist. A brief accountof her ‘surface and
support' paintings including the Axis series, which resulted from this climate of thought,
can be found in her publication The conventional canvas (1984).

Her attachment to New Zealand, to family, friends and places, and to feminism, has
led to a parallel body of work of a figurative kind. She has also illustrated two New Zealand
children's books.

Barbara is married to a physicist based in Trieste, where she lived while bringing up
daughter Lise. She now spends half the year in New Zealand and works and exhibits in
both countries.

Marian interviewed Barbara in  Wellington and we’ve reproduced extracts from the interview
with a few additions and alterations by us and by Barbara.
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Until I was eighteen all I knew of painting was the picturesque landscapes in the houses
of my parents and grandparents. I didn’t study art at school and made no mental
connection between those paintings and my own drawing activity. With my father’s
encouragement I entered the advertising world where one day a colleague turned up
at work with a canvas under his arm. He was going to enter a picture into the Kelliher
competition. I took the address of the arts supply shop, went over to the hills behind
the Orongorongo River, and painted a view of Wellington Harbour in the early morning.
This, my first painting, was chosen for exhibition.

My notions of paintings changed after having shifted to  Auckland to work in advertising,
when I met Michael Smither by chance in a lunch bar. He  had started to draw me
(in my fashionable red hat) as I sat at a table with my sister. I decided that I couldn’t
have this unknown guy drawing me, so I pulled out my sketch book and drew him.
Naturally he came across to introduce himself, and the outcome was that within two
weeks he had convinced me that I was selling my soul for sixpence by working for
advertising. I left my job, moved to a cheap verandah room in a men’s boarding house
and spent the next four months teaching myself to paint. Michael introduced me to
the Auckland City Art Gallery collection and took me painting around the city.

Following this I went down south on a tramping trip. Afterwards I picked up my
paints and canvas paper which I had sent on ahead to a Queenstown hotel and painted
landscapes for a couple of months, camping alone up in the river valleys behind Lake
Wakatipu until my food and money ran out. Most of the paintings had to be sold
to local farmers to get me back to Auckland, where I returned to advertising to save
money for further travel—this time overseas with the man I was about to marry. We
were planning to go to England which we eventually did.

The other important event in Auckland was seeing Colin McCahon’s work in an
exhibition, one of those competition exhibitions. He’d won a prize, all the other prizes
were for figurative work, I think, but this one by McCahon was one of the Gate series.
It had a very powerful impact upon me. It wasn’t until years later that I understood
its connections to twentieth century European art: at that time it was completely alone
and I had nothing to compare it with, not even art book reproductions, to explain
to me how it worked. I managed to get in to classes at the Auckland City Art Gallery
under McCahon for a time. I still remember all the things he spoke about.

What sort of things?

Various things. He  took us onto the roof of the building one night and asked us
to note the silhouettes of trees against the sky, saying something like: ‘Now, imagine
that you’re putting a frame around part of this foliage and now imagine you’re drawing
this foliage on a piece of paper. Okay. You’re going to end up  with curves aren’t
you, but in order to make those curves absolutely accurate it’s far better to see
those curves as made up  of many straight lines, each line being a change in direction
in relation to the frame you’re putting around it. Because what you’re making is
a picture, you’re not able to do what nature does: you haven’t got the whole space,
the eye’s usual visual range, to deal with —you are relating the tree to the edge
of the picture.’ And that to me, of course, became obsessively important when I
got to the whole Axis series, the notion of the edge of the canvas and wanting to
destroy the rectangular edge of the painting.

Shall we talk about the Axis series for a bit, because the works were strongly connected to the
McCahon exercise?

Well, I had been doing a lot of paintings on canvases that weren’t stretched. In
fact, they were often on jute because I had to use cheap materials. I just wanted
to tack them to the gallery walls but none of the galleries in Italy I exhibited in
would allow me to do this at that time. Coming back here in 1975 via San Francisco,
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I saw there a lot of my kind of painting, using stripes, pencil combined with paint
and so on, and I felt that I was part of a huge programme, a team programme,
as it were, engaged in tabulating the language of abstract forms. Then, when we
came through Fiji, Lise was with some Australian kids and they were playing a
game that I later found out to be a Chinese game: you draw up a series of points
in a grid and each person takes a turn to draw a line through two adjacent points,
and if they manage to close off a box, they can draw another line somewhere. You
probably know the game. Whoever closes off the most boxes wins the game.

I decided that this grid would suit my painting, for the lines could emphasise
the edges of the canvas within the paintings. I found a studio in Petone and set
to work using cotton sheeting as canvas. By chance I dashed down the idea for
these paintings on some roughly shaped pieces of cotton. I used only a small part
of the grid, the dot was in the middle and the lines went out on either side in
the form of a cross. I thought of the cross as an axis and placed this in the middle
and saw that now the rough edges of the piece of cotton could be read in a McCahon-
type way against the axis—a reversal of his idea, if you like.

Then I painted brush marks that could also be read against this axis; in earlier
paintings the stripes had been the reference point for the brush marks. Back in
Trieste I bought heavy canvas and ripped it to large shapes on which to repeat
these ideas. I wasn’t brave enough at that point just to tack these irregular canvases
to the wall so I stuck them down on a square, stretched, canvas, and it wasn’t
until a year or so later that I was able to put the tom canvas directly on the wall.

After a while I decided that I was closing down my work too much, that it
was too private a concern, that the obsessive idea of the tom canvases and the axes
was driving me a bit crazy. I couldn’t talk about it with anybody really and I remember
talking about it with one friend, who wasn’t an artist, and he just said ‘Oh, Barbara,
stop it, write a book about it if you have to, but don’t talk about it anymore.’

Do you think you've come to the end of it now you've written about it in The conventional
canvas?

I very much hope so. Once I started to write about it I thought, right, now I’m
free to do my figurative painting, but what do I do instead? A whole new series
of abstract paintings. They are more dynamic than the previous paintings and they
aren’t about the axis. I don’t know whether that idea has let go of me or not. I
keep wanting to do tom canvases in three dimensions: I’ve made some on a small
scale, and have done drawings of tom canvases wrapped around ropes, of canvases
bandaging bundles of broken stretchers, you know, envisaging whole exhibition rooms
full of these sort of sculptural things.

During the period of working with Cemigoj in the sixties and regular studio
visits in the seventies, I was, in fact, also making prints, paintings and photographic
collages based on family and friends, which I seldom showed. I remember I was
to show some of these in 1970 at the Trieste offices of the United States Information
Service but my mentor persuaded the US  IS  person that my other work was better.
The result: I did not exhibit at all. These are the kinds of pressures which steer
one’s development.

The  formation of Marebagroup (three feminist artists—we began exhibiting together
in 1974, connected by our ideology and not by our aesthetics) was a pressure in
another direction. For although I showed only stripe paintings on unstretched canvas
when exhibiting with them, in the studio I was again making images of people from
sketches of women who dropped in to chat while I painted. It seemed to me that
realism or reduced notations for the figure has been the solution for most artists
in this century with only a few, for example Giacometti, conveying a deep sense
of humanity.The German Expressionist painters I found too disruptive, too distorting,
to work from.
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Fig. 18 Idrija 1974

acrylic on  jute

55 x 50

Fig. 17 Blue/orange/green triptych (detail) 1971

acrylic on  canvas ____________________

60 x 50 (x3)

Fig. 19 Isole, from the Axis series 1977

acrylic on  canvas

30x30
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In my 1984-5 abstract paintings I’ve used some black shapes, zigzag edged, only
with some of the comers knocked off and these shapes carry a lot of impact emotionally
in the way they are situated within the painting. Similarly, in Crayfishing with
grandmother, a children’s book, the big black kettle in the second plate is a shape
that carries a meaning beyond that of just being a kettle: it is almost animate, its
spout is like an open beak, it has become a dominant creature within the illustration.
That’s another thing I’m very interested in, the use of black as a colour to construct
a painting (Piero della Francesca, Beckmann and Hockney, these are painters who
compose with black). However, with the first of my recent abstract paintings I was
working very quickly on paper and allowed the subconscious to give me the content,
including those black zigzag shapes.

The other day when we were looking at your jellybean paintings and the one of your mother
and the way she was behind the table, I wondered about the role of the subconscious in your
work, of your female subconscious. How aware are you of this? Why do you think you
painted your mother behind a table?

It’s got more chance probably in the figure painting, but it is often years before
I am aware of possible meanings. I wouldn’t have seen that about my mother being
hidden by the table . . . without you pointing it out. Possibly, what is happening
is this: I am an artist who is in fact a conditioned female, that is, I am a woman
conditioned by the patriarchal society, making art, therefore some of what I produce
is controlled by that conditioning. Initially the intense colours of jellybeans led me
to use their shape in paintings that were about colour contrast and floating sensations.
It is possibly a womb shape and, so, subconsciously an important shape to me. On
the other hand I’ve always liked eating jellybeans! Later I did use the shape as
a symbol for ‘female’, with a short line representing ‘male’, in some paintings on
paper. But this was after the jellybean/womb connection had been made evident
to me by another artist.

How has your capacity to bear children affected your life as an artist?

There was the difficult and important decision not to have more than one child.
When I married John I asked him if he was assuming that we would have some
children. He  said he supposed so. Lise was by this time five and I wasn’t prepared
to spend five more years full-time bringing up another child so I suggested to John
that we share the work. It took him about five minutes to decide that he’d rather
do physics and that was it. I’ve regretted it every once in a while, but fortunately
Lise liked little children and we often had little ones coming in to stay.

Do you think it has anything to do with art being taken more seriously in Italy as well, so
you had to take yourself more seriously as an artist?

Most of the women artists I knew were giving more time to family commitments.
But in general, artists are accorded the respect which other intellectuals and
professionals receive. The woman artist meets serious response from galleries and
public, but is often reviewed in newspapers and sometimes even specialist magazines,
in a coy and trivial way. The obstacles are very great outside of the provincial centres—
few women have the dedication required to gain the political connections and
consideration by those few critics and dealers who decide whether an artist works
in obscurity or not.

Over the years I have become increasingly aware of the incredible difficulties
women artists face, due in part to living a completely different life to that of most
male artists. Women whose income derives from working as a housekeeper and bringing
up children may seem to have the advantage of being able to grab time between
these duties during daylight hours rather than making art at night as do artists who
teach for a living, but these women artists are completely cut off from the system.
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Fig. 20 Crayfishing with grandmother 1970

acrylic on canvas

70 x 50

Fig. 21 Woman with a cup of tea 1972

acrylic on board

80x70

Artists who teach can verbalise their ideas, they have status, they receive money
in hand, they can go off to the pub for a drink with fellow artists or critics, generally
keep an ear to the ground and make the contacts, go to gallery openings and so
on after work. The women are home feeding the young ones.

I remember one woman artist, I forget who it was, here in New Zealand, saying
she managed to do her drawing on top of the washing machine. What kind of conditions
are those for working in? How many woman artists have the strength of mind to
make a studio space in their own homes? One that doesn’t get used for the sewing,
the ironing and for dumping the family’s gumboots in as well. It’s really hard to
carve out a space for yourself in an environment where you’re doing service work
for everyone else in the family, and very few women I’ve known have taken studios
outside the house because that’s a difficult thing to do.

There are other things that may affect a woman artist. I found that I got very
doubtful and unhappy about my work at various times, and would destroy it, either
by ripping it up, or by painting over what I’d previously been pleased with, and
I used to get into such despair that some days I couldn’t work at all but would
just sit and stare miserably at things— until I started to keep track on the calendar
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for a number of years and discovered that there was a pattern to this and that it
was on the seventh day before my period that the hypercritical mood would begin
to affect me. I decided to stay away from the studio for those few days and accept
that it’s female life: that’s the way it is.

I guess it wasn’t until about 1977 that I began to accept that I was female, that
I had chosen to marry and live in provincial towns, that I wasn’t a New York
male artist and that I should value and allow into my art those factors which make
my life as an artist different from other artists, elsewhere. So, if part of the working
life of a woman artist also means that you can’t enter your studio for three days
of the month —okay. It’s no big tragedy, just don’t let it get to you. The week
following when the balance of hormones changes again, there’s a real boost: that’s
a good time for painting.

Do you find you do different kinds of work at different times in your cycle? Or in relation to
the seasons or the moon? Vve often wondered if the various cycles are a reason why so many
women artists work in cross-media and with a variety of ideas.

My  own shifting back and forth between formalist and figurative content, or working
in different media is possibly due to not wanting to have divisions between art and
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the rest of my life. I want to give pictorial form to many of the experiences—to
connect them up. Yet at a certain point I have found that the capacity has developed
to treat ideas in depth and that a choice about content or media must be made.
If one is thinking in terms of a serious career, these choices will be made at an
earlier stage, so that the public can identify your work, but also so that the work
itself can benefit from the years of commitment in one area. I think many women
artists are searching for a way of working that is not derivative, not based on art
history made from male experiences. This takes time and many things must be tried;
this search takes precedence over a ‘career’. I have never analysed my own changes
of content and media with my cycle or the cycles of the seasons in mind.

Where does your illustration work fit into this?

That’s an effort because there are so many limitations. I think limitations are good
because they make you come up with all sorts of possible variations within a narrow
range. I like things not to be random, so the more limitations you put on yourself
in any particular situation the more chance you have of making something very
particular and specific.

But the limitations in book illustration come from outside: you’ve been given
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a page size, text to include, numbers of colours and the fact that the pictures must
tell the story and show whether the kids wear life-jackets. But I use illustration
in the way I do painting, that is, to explore something. The use of a racy line in
the depiction of the children in The fudge, for instance. Okay, it’s going to be a
line drawing, then let it be a sort of non-stop racy line that will convey the sense
of energy in children, beyond that depicted by the illustrations. In Crayfishing I
was interested in colour relationships and shapes. You have to put in a few more
details, because you’re telling stories about the way children live, what they’re holding
in their hands and so on.

Now you are back here exhibiting again and beginning to look at your New Zealand roots, a
difficult process . . .

Yes, I think it has to do with my mother dying. I wish I had noted down everything
she told me about her life. I want to put into the paintings the things I’m thinking
about. It’s also to do with belonging to more than one culture: for me that has
been Pakeha New Zealand and Italian. I’m very aware of the damage when one
culture dominates another. In Trieste the Slovene minority struggles to keep its
own identity in their own place, which is an Italian town.

It’s the same here, here we are, we Europeans, we British—for the most part —
I am. We came here as the French went to New Caledonia and we’ve only been
hanging around here for a century or so and we feel as though it is home. I know
for myself that it is home for me but I feel very perplexed about it, that it’s also
home for Polynesian people who arrived here first and are dispossessed of so much.
All that stuff we were taught at school doesn’t bear up  now that people are delving
into the real history of New Zealand, looking at Maori language manuscripts, making
public the bias of our Pakeha view. In fact, there are two histories to learn in this
country. I think about that part of my family who lived in Kaikoura, who had a
big farm there and wonder how they came by it, what their relationships were with
the people of the place . . .

Towards the end of 1984 while still involved in the abstract series, I painted
two pictures using photographs of my own family from the nineteen fifties and I
found that I started to paint in an image of a whare behind the Eastbourne sea
wall on which the family was sitting, thinking, well, maybe it was there before our
house was. The other painting was also of my family with decidedly Polynesian
features (this fact was brought to my notice later) with a wooden Eastbourne house
behind them and a faint moko design sort of rising up in the sky behind them,
like ghosts of the previous dwellers. I decided that this was for me an expression
of my being in the eighties looking back at the fifties, about our ignorance of history,
of being the children of the colonials.1

(December-January 1984-85—April 1986)

Note
1 In 1986 and 1987 Barbara has been developing further the ideas discussed here: see

Plates 7 and 8.
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Bom 1942
Pauline Thompson attended Elam part-time in 1962 and full-time 1963-4 and has painted
since then. She has been a Sufi since the late nineteen-sixties and uses her work sometimes
to tell stories in the Sufi manner. Although she never exhibited in the Women’s Gallery
(we didn’t know about her then) we’ve included her here because we were so moved by
her work when we found it; and by her grasp of the spiritual in history and in daily life.
We  were also interested in her experience of mixed Pacific ancestry through her Pitcairn
and Norfolk Island forbears. She lives in Auckland (where we interviewed her), with her
children. (Bridie & Marian.)

Bridie and Marian taped a long interview with Pauline. What follows is brief extracts
with minimal editing and few additions.

Has it made any difference to the way you’ve worked, or to the seriousness with which you
take yourself, that you have a husband who’s a painter? Has there been a struggle for the
two of you to be painters?

At times, yes.

You don’t want to talk about it. It’s very interesting, no-one will talk about it.

Is that right? The husbands deny it, that’s why. Well, I’ve said it to other people.
After I had kids, because I lost concentration I think he thought I was an utter
zombie. Because you’re wrapped up  in the kids and things like potty training, they
find that after a day out in the wide world it’s a bit much. But that’s also what
they expect, and anything else is a funny little hobby and any ideas that you’ve
got are quaint little ideas. That, on top of lack of sleep and physical exhaustion,
can really undermine your self-image and self-confidence. I think a lot of women
could just stop. Before I started painting again I actually left Ross for about three
months.

Is there a sense of professional jealousy as well?

I think so, yes. At one stage Ross said to me that I was a failed painter but because
I have always thought, from the time I was quite young, that most of them—Van
Gogh for instance—didn’t start to produce until they were about thirty-nine I wasn’t
particularly worried. It’s something that’s said often to women now—‘You’ve left
it too late’—crap. When are you supposed to get your success? It might be twenty-
five for some sort of cheesecake, or sport, but when you’ve got maturity well hopefully
you’ve got the physical thing. I know when I lost confidence the way I painted
physically changed, it actually became a lot stiffer, forced.

And did you use watercolours rather than oils?

Yes, but I’d always liked watercolours. Right from the time I was a tiny kid I’d
painted, I’d had access to watercolours, so I was used to it, I was fluent in it. It’s
just over the last few years that I’ve found myself fluent in oils. I’m sure most
of it is self-confidence because I paint best when I forget how I’m painting. In
other words I’m going about it the way I did when I was a kid, fourteen or fifteen,
and I’m painting in the same style which is in a way a style-less thing. When I
was at art school I got into mannerisms rather than my own style. It’s a bit like
going back to the state when the logical thing comes in.

What happened to give you confidence?

Well I suppose I just got terribly desperate, I got my back to the wall, I left Ross
and I started to see a lot of bullshit underneath what looked terribly suave. In fact
I found out in a crisis when my sister died, people I knew just cracked up and
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Fig. 24 On  Bloody Bridge Norfolk Island 1984 __________________________________________

oil on canvas board__________________________________________ ______________________

508 x 610_________________________________________________________________________

Some convicts who were building the bridge killed their overseer and stuffed his body into the
stones. They made up a story to cover his absence but during the night it rained, his blood
seeped out and they were caught.

I realised I was a lot stronger than I was giving myself credit for being and I’d
been covering this up by my lack of self-confidence and negative self-image—which
was just as stupid as if it were an overly good image like a lot of men. I started
to get a more balanced view of myself and also I was starting to take responsibility
for myself and my actions because this other side, which was keeping me in this
loss of confidence thing, was irresponsible and unsure—you know it’s the classic
giving in, the combination of self-pity and resentment.

Do you feel part of a group of artists?

No I don’t at all. I’ve got one friend, Maria Olsen, who’s an artist.

How do you feel about your work in relation to your gender?

I don’t think art has any sex. I think the spirit is sexless. I am very influenced
by men such as Goya and Velazquez, who painted the dark side of things, works
such as Goya’s The sleep of reason produces monsters and Velazquez’s paintings of
dwarves and royalty.
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Fig. 25 Liberty Equality Fraternity: Thursday, October ________________________
drawing for xeroxed artists book: Natural and other histories 1985 _______________

‘Thursday October and Charles Christian, dreaming they are in Paris during the 1871
Commune, come upon the murdered body of Raoul Rigault, while a red-crowned
parakeet feigns death on the stairs.’

What is your familial connection with Pitcairn?

Yes, my grandfather was bom on Norfolk Island and his father I think was bom
in Pitcairn. But I think I probably would have been interested anyway. It’s hard
to say, isn’t it, but I find it a perfect microcosm of the whole thing that happens
in the South Pacific. And it’s a microcosm of what happens in ourselves: the mutiny
on the Bounty, the conscious meeting the unconscious, western man meeting the
more tribal more natural type of life, whatever imperfections it may have had. Probably
no more than the imperfections of the western lifestyles of that time. I think they
were different: one had more conscious intellect and the other more instinctive and
intuitive knowledge. And I was interested in the meeting of those two races and
what happened when they actually went to Pitcairn—and did the usual colonial thing
of not giving the Tahitian men any land. They treated them more or less like slaves,
although they had been friends and equals when they left Tahiti with them. And
now it’s starting to connect up  with current history, with the Greenpeace bombing.

When I started on these things I didn’t really know the connection. I was interested
in the Bounty and I was interested in the French Revolution and I started working
subconsciously, but I wanted to get them together. I did that in my book Natural
and other histories by having Thursday October and Charles Christian dreaming that
they are in Paris. They were the first generation of Pitcairn Islanders, the first of
mixed race. They come upon the body of the murdered Raoul Rigault while a red-
crowned parakeet feigns death on the stairs. That refers to Rumi’s story of the parakeet
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Fig. 26 The balcony

1986 ____________

oil on stretched canvas

18 * 24 inches

Fig. 27 Mother Aubert

on her death bed 1985

oil on canvas board

14 x 18 inches
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who pretended to be dead in order to escape from his prison. The courtyard, the
squares, are like the logical mind which sees things only by comparison and opposites.
The parakeet escapes by feigning death, by which I don’t mean complete passivity —
it comes up  in Rumi’s story too, that when you’re asleep your conscious mind is
asleep but the other part is awake.

So  do you have two strands, one of which is your own history and the other you feel is the
spiritual, the unconscious history?

Well I suppose so but I don’t know what the hell I’m doing—I haven’t got my
finger on the pulse of the collective unconscious or something: sometimes you do
something and it turns out that some sort of pattern comes.

I was thinking of Pitcairn Island and Norfolk Island and how sometimes your work is very
geographical.

Yes, well I try and put specific places on things too, I believe that you dream about
specific places.

Your work often has the colours of dawn and dusk —what do those times of day mean to
you?

I like the morning and the afternoon because of the pauses you get. Not the twilight,
I was meaning more the sort of hush like in the morning just before the dawn.
A very sobering thing, like when somebody’s dying and somebody’s bom. A very
aweing time and frightening too because it’s so extreme: like the Catholic phrase
‘in extremis’. Something like that, right on the edge, but it’s very peaceful. It’s
like something else coming in at a different level, like a niggle in the back of your
mind that something else is being told to you, like a transition.

Could you tell us how you became interested in Mother Aubert and the Homes of
Compassion?

Well Ross gave me a book last year called Petticoat pioneers which had one article
in it about this eccentric nun who swam across rivers with all her clothes on her
head. It seemed so bizarre and I thought ‘what?’ so I went and got a book on
her and found she was ten times as bizarre as it showed in the other book, an
incredible woman. I thought she was somebody who symbolised, if you like, one
who looks after those parts of ourselves which are the hidden parts, the darker parts,
the part that’s not out in the open, not out in the marketplace: the role that’s often
taken by or symbolised by women, or children, or the dark races, religion, anything
on that side. The illogical rather than the logical, conscious rather than the unconscious.

She founded the Homes of Compassion in Wellington, and when she was seventy
the Wellington Home of Compassion needed a new reservoir. The Governor General,
his wife and their aides came to visit and found her lugging concrete up this steep
hill, at her age, so they took off their jackets and helped. In the end there was
a volunteer group from all walks of life doing an hour or a day or a few days,
and in the end they got the reservoir made. And when she died the day was made
a public holiday, people lined the streets, she didn’t want any flowers: I’m going
to do paintings of that too, I thought all those people would look like flowers lining
the road.

(September 1985)
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Bom  1942
Heather McPherson is a writer and editor. She was a founding member of the Christchurch
women artists group, the founder of Spiral and a contributor and co-ordinator at the Women's
Gallery.

Heather is part of a scattered community of women, who usually live from temporary
jobs, on Domestic Purposes or Unemployment Benefits, and choose to work as artists, writers
and feminists as independently as possible of literary and artistic patriarchal structures.
She has influenced and supported many women within this community and outside it.

In early 1987 she wrote to me, about having moved nine times in  four years, since leaving
Christchurch for the Bay of Plenty, for health reasons: ‘The unsettlement: changes of city,
houses, relationships, jobs—and my  son’s changes of school—splintered much of my  focus
and concentration—this while recovering from psychic fragmentation after a form of therapy
1982—83.’

She quoted from Virginia Woolf’s Moments of being, to explain why she hasn’t published
a great deal, why her novel is unfinished:

But to feel the present sliding over the depths of the past, peace is necessary. The present
must be smooth, habitual. For this reason —that it destroys the fullness of life—any break —
like that of house moving causes me extreme distress; it breaks; it shallows; it turns the
depths into hard thin splinters.

Heather’s second book of poems, The third myth was published in 1986. She now lives
in Matata with her son. When Tilly interviewed her Sue Sullivan was visiting; she makes
a brief appearance in this heavily abbreviated version of the interview. We  have added
at the end some excerpts from an exchange of letters between Heather and me. (Marian.)




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































