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F rom 1879 and well into 1880, 
the National Gallery School 
in Melbourne was in a crisis. 

The students were dissatisfied with how 
painting and drawing were being taught. 
In particular, they were unhappy that life 
classes were not offered.

One reason was the prevailing social 
morality, summed up by The Age 
newspaper which described the life 
class as ‘akin to the salacities of the 
brothel.’ But another reason was that the 
Drawing Master at the School, Oswald 
Rose Campbell, considered ‘life study 
unnecessary to figure drawing.’

Leading the student dissent were Tom 
Roberts, Charles Richardson and Frederick 
McCubbin, who took things into their 
own hands, attending anatomy classes at 
Melbourne Hospital and the University 
of Melbourne, and organising their own 

twice-weekly life classes with themselves 
paying for the models. 

But Campbell told the Trustees that the 
students were not yet ready for ‘anything 
beyond drawing, anatomy, perspective 
and modelling.’ In 1879, Roberts et al. 
were suspended, but in October 1880 a 
petition to the Trustees signed by thirty-six 
students demanded changes, including life 
classes. In November, the Trustees invited 
George Frederick Folingsby to supervise 
life classes, but he declined as he was not  
at that time on staff. 

Roberts and Richardson left for London 
in late 1881 and Folingsby became Master 
of both drawing and painting in 1882. 
By then the students, led by McCubbin 
and Louis Abrahams, had re-established 
the informal ‘Life Clubs’, paying for their 
own models and where, according to the 
contemporary artist and critic Alexander 
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Colquhoun, ‘they drew from the nude 
in a somewhat furtive and conscious 
fashion for the public mind had not then 
been educated up to the point of nice 
discrimination in such matters.’ These 
sessions were, in fact, supervised by 
a sympathetic Folingsby who told the 
Trustees that ‘I assist with my advice and 
attend personally the posing of each new 
model as nothing can be done in painting 
without good drawing.’

But the fact remained that the School did 
not offer official life classes. In Sydney, 
which had no equivalent of the National 
Gallery School, Julian Ashton’s private 
school was established in 1890 and did offer 

life classes, which (unheard of at the time, 
even in Britain) welcomed female students.

What this situation meant was that, apart 
from life studies, there was no significant 
depiction of the nude in colonial Australian 
art until the 1890s, with paintings like 
Arthur Streeton’s Reclining Female Nude 
(c. 1880s–90s), Charles Richardson’s Fleur 
de Lys (1890) or more allegorical and 
symbolic depictions like Streeton’s Spirit  
of the Drought (c. 1895). 

Or was there?

In about 1842, Thomas Bock (1793–1855) 
executed six detailed pencil drawings of 

01  Douglas Richardson, Fleur de lys, 1890, oil on canvas, 39.4 × 89.8 
cm, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, purchased through 
The Art Foundation of Victoria with the assistance of the Joe 
White Bequest, Governor, 1986

02  Arthur Streeton, The Spirit of the drought, c.1896, oil on wood 
panel, 34.7 x 37.2 cm, National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, 
Joseph Brown Fund, 1983

his unclothed wife, Mary Ann, in Hobart. 
They are the only nude studies known to 
have been done in Tasmania during the 
entire nineteenth century and are almost 
certainly the first in colonial Australia. 
This makes them remarkable. But even 
more intriguing is the way in which they 
exemplify the two traditional opposing 
poles in the representation of the unclothed 
human form – the naked and the nude – 
famously popularised by Kenneth Clark.
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 Thomas Bock anticipated 
the attenuated birth of the 

nude in Australia 

The nude is idealised (typically the sum of 
the best parts of several models) and posed. 
It prioritises the aesthetic over the erotic. 
In the case of the female nude, hands 
decorously obscure the points of erotic 
interest. It turns ‘nude’ into both a noun 
and an adjective. But ‘naked’ can only 
be descriptive. It denotes an individual, 
warts and all, often in an everyday setting 
and carrying the erotic implication of a 
voyeuristic moment.

Bock artlessly explores both nude and 
naked. His Seated Female Nude shows a 
woman, perhaps straight from the bath, 
cupping one breast as she examines her 
nipple. It conjures up Rembrandt’s domestic 
nudes – captured, unposed, snapshots of 
women in intimate, everyday activities. 
Bock’s Seated Female Nude, Back View 
hints at a genre epitomised by Ingres’ Le 
Bain turc (c. 1852–59). But the Reclining 
Female Nudes seem straight from the Venus 
tradition of Titian’s Venus d’Urbino (c. 
1534) as Mary Ann reclines in what Clark 
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describes as ‘sinuous relaxation’, directly 
engaging the viewer but – more like Goya’s 
La Maja Desnuda (c. 1797–1800) – without 
any attempt at decorous concealment.

The nude, according to Clark, ‘is not the 
subject of art, but a form of art.’ He draws 
attention to the tension between the 
aesthetic and the erotic, which can also be 
seen as a tension between the ideal and 
the everyday. It is also a tension between 
sensual and dispassionate love, and it is 
this which resonates in Bock’s handful 
of pencil portraits of his wife. On the one 
hand he shows us a real, individual and 
unidealised woman. On the other, he 
depicts through her suggestive generic  
pose a version of Goethe’s ‘eternal feminine’ 
which draws us upwards as the carnal is 
transmogrified into the spiritual. This 
mood of domestic intimacy and trust 
between the artist and his model wife is 
not seen again in colonial Australian art 
until Ivor Hele’s studies of his wives, Jean 
and June, dating from the late 1940s.

But where did this come from? How do we 
explain the sophistication in Mary Ann’s 
poses, not to mention her explicit nudity?

Bock, who arrived in Hobart in 1824, 
did attend Samuel Lines’ Newhall Street 
Life Academy in Birmingham, but this 
would not have offered fully naked models. 
Bock could not have seen the original 
Rembrandt or Renaissance Italian 
nudes, probably not even in engraved 
reproductions. In Britain, William  
Etty’s romanticised nudes were the  
only examples until the late 1850s.

One explanation is that it was simply 
instinctive. After all, Bock was a fine 
engraver and an imaginative and 
explorative artist, as evidenced by his 
distinctive portraits and experiments  
with daguerreotype.

One possibility is that he was encouraged 
by Thomas Griffiths Wainewright who 
was transported to Hobart in 1837, 
having defrauded the Bank of England. 
Wainewright was a rake and a dandy, but 
also a very sophisticated and well-travelled 
painter. Bock and Wainewright certainly 
knew one another in Hobart, so it is 
possible that Wainewright may have not 
only suggested the poses, but also the very 

idea of Bock undertaking nude studies 
of his wife. Whatever the sources, Bock’s 
nude studies reveal an artist exploring the 
limits of his calling.

Interestingly, Bock’s nudes are more 
European than English and give no 
hint of the British aesthetic nude of the 
later nineteenth century – exemplified 
in Australia by Streeton, Bertram 
Mackennal’s bronze, Circe (1893), Rupert 
Bunny’s Summer Time (1907), E. Phillips 
Fox’s Etude nu (c. 1910) or Lindsay Bernard 
Hall’s Sleep (1904–06).

Indeed, it was Bernard Hall as both 
painter and teacher (he ran the National 
Gallery School from 1892 until his death 
in 1935) who steered the course of the 
Australian nude from the aestheticised and 
symbolic nude to the naturalistic, proto-
modernist nude – for example, his Model 
in Mirror (c. 1925) – and trained the first 
generation of outstanding female painters 

of the nude, such as Janet Cumbrae 
Stewart and Dora Wilson, establishing 
a tradition of Australian female painters 
of the nude which continues to this day, 
exemplified by artists such as Annette 
Bezor and Dagmar Cyrulla.

In his modest and unlikely way, Thomas 
Bock anticipated the attenuated birth 
of the nude in colonial Australia. His 
tiny corpus of domestic nudes looks in 
hindsight like a slow release seed spawning 
an increasingly rich tradition of the nude 
in Australian art.     

03  Thomas Bock, Reclining female nude, c.1840s, pencil heightened  
with white on paper, collection Queen Victoria Museum and Art Gallery, 
Launceston

04  Thomas Bock, Seated female nude, c.1840s, pencil heightened with 
white on paper, collection Queen Victoria Museum and Art Gallery, 
Launceston

05  Dagmar Cyrulla, Modern Muse II, oil on linen, 122 x 91 cm, courtesy 
Wagner Contemporary, Sydney

06   Bernard Hall, Model in mirror, c.1925, oil on canvas, 67.3 x 47 cm,  
Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide, South Australian Government 
Grant, 1935
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