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Review  
PAUL MCGILLICK Streeton Reconsidered

WHY DOES IT SEEM SO 

EXTRAORDINARY THAT ARTHUR 

STREETON DIED AS RECENTLY AS 

1943? THE STANDARD ANSWER 

IS THAT, IN THE SECOND HALF 

OF HIS CAREER ESPECIALLY, HE 

DUG HIS HEELS IN, IGNORED 

THE UPHEAVALS IN TWENTIETH 

CENTURY ART, AND REMAINED 

IN A TIME CAPSULE OF HIS 

OWN MAKING. BUT IS THIS THE 

CORRECT ANSWER?

T he impressively comprehensive 
survey of Streeton’s career curated 
by Wayne Tunnicliffe for the Art 

Gallery of New South Wales (7 November 
2020 to 14 February 2021) gave us ample 
material to answer this question. That’s 
what good surveys do – they provide the 
critical mass which enables us to better 
understand individual works and how 
the artist made key shifts. It also helps to 
evaluate an artist overall. This was the first 
major Streeton survey since the National 
Gallery of Victoria touring exhibition of 
1996 and it is much more substantial.

Despite his close association with 
Australia’s visual identity, Streeton was no 
provincial. He spent twenty of his seventy-
six years travelling, living in England for 
lengthy periods, but also spending time in 
Europe, North Africa and North America, 
not to mention all over Australia. And 
he was an artist by vocation. When he 
sold two paintings through the Victorian 
Artists’ Society in 1888, at the age of 
twenty-one, he immediately left his 
lithography apprenticeship to paint full 
time – despite the fact that he had limited 
formal training. Although there were 
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157difficult times in the early years, he remained 
a professional artist for the rest of his life.

Some might say too professional, because 
Streeton had a tendency to cater to the tastes 
of the market. His English paintings, for 
example, suggest he was trying to appeal 
to late-Edwardian taste, and going against 
his natural eye – highlighted even then, 
during his pre-World War One travels, by his 
sparkling studies done in Cairo, Naples and 
Venice where the light aligned more with 
Streeton’s true sensibility.

Yet Streeton had already worked in a moody, 
penumbral manner before going to England. 
We need only look at the 9x5 paintings for 
examples. So, it may be simply a case of 
Streeton still searching for his own voice. 

In a way, he never stopped doing this. Apart 
from the early second-hand Impressionist 
influence, we see him exploring Whistler whose 

01   The cloud, oil on canvas, 84.4 x 110.8 cm, private collection, Perth
02   Early summer – gorse in bloom, 1888, oil on canvas, 56.2 x 100.6 cm, Art 

Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide, gift of Mrs Andrew Tennant through 
the Art Gallery of South Australia Foundation 1982

03   Female nude study, 1887, pencil on laid paper, 60 x 42 cm, private 
collection, Melbourne
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work, along with Constable’s, he had probably 
seen at exhibitions in Melbourne in 1885 and 
1888. Even in later works such as Passing 
Shower (1937) and Cloud (1936) we see him still 
responding to Constable. In House builders, 
Cairo (1897) – for me one of the highlights of the 
survey, signalling Streeton’s later shift towards 
a kind of abstraction – surely we can see the 
precedent of Richard Parkes Bonington.

This is not to say Streeton was captive to his 
influences. Like any good artist, he worked his 
way through his influences and kept discovering 
new possibilities.

He was primarily a landscape painter, although 
he also produced many urban scenes, such as 
The Railway Station, Redfern (1893), still lifes, 
portraits, many flower paintings, several nudes 
(including a fine, recently discovered pencil study 
of a standing female nude seen in this survey) 
which include a few early ‘symbolist’ paintings 
such as Spirit of the Drought (c.1896) which 
combines the sunburnt Australian 
outback landscape with the nude figure.

But it was for his landscapes that Streeton was 
taken to heart by Australian audiences. These 
include Sydney Harbour and Sydney beach 
scenes which surely capture the atmosphere of 
the Harbour City better than any photograph. 
His rural landscapes on the other hand are 
arguably an Australian version of the English 
pastoral. Streeton represented the Australian 
landscape not as harsh and implacable, but 
as an arcadia. This was driven in part by the 
nationalism of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century in Australia which included 
a call for Australian art to celebrate Australian 
values and the Australian landscape, and more 
broadly a form of Australian exceptionalism 
which surged after World War One.

Streeton’s early influence came from the French 
Barbizon School (c. 1830-70) which stressed a 
simple and honest response to the landscape, an 
immediacy of technique allowing texture, and a 
healthy interaction of colour. It also advocated 

04   House builders, Cairo, 1897, oil on canvas, later mounted on paperboard, 
24.2 x 13.3 cm, National Gallery of Australia, Canberra, purchased 1971

05   Cremorne pastoral, 1895, oil on canvas, 91.5 x 137.2 cm, Art Gallery of 
New South Wales, Sydney, purchased 1895

 
Courtesy the Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney
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spending time at any location in order to 
appreciate the effect of changing light. 
This influence was partly second-hand, 
but also more directly through the Swiss 
painter, Louis Buvelot, who epitomised 
the Barbizon spirit in Australia and who 
favoured everyday scenes from rural 
Australia over the ‘sublime’ visions of 
Eugen von Guérard. 

Like his close painting partner, Tom 
Roberts, Streeton was an early adopter 
of this approach and, by extension, French 
Impressionism, with its stress on painting 
en plein air and an immediate, robust and 
non-academic application of paint. So, it 
is more likely that Streeton helped drive 
this artistic nationalism rather than simply 
responding to it. He was able to capture 
the simmering, silent heat of the Australian 
summer with his characteristic bright 
blue sky, blue mountains, haze and golden 

fields. He was able to render in paint what 
Australians increasingly identified as home.

However, it is generally held that his early 
landscapes were superior to the later ones 
which, it is argued, lack the lustre the 
1880s and ‘90s paintings. This is where a 
survey as comprehensive as this one is so 
valuable – viewers can judge for themselves. 
Personally, I like the raw, painterly 
quality of the later landscapes. While 
the early work is certainly infused with 
Impressionist painterly qualities, the later 
work strikes me as being more about the 
act of painting and less ‘seductive’ in intent. 
Dare I suggest it is Streeton discovering the 
painter he always wanted to be?

The later work also often gives expression 
to Streeton’s long-standing conservationist 
passion – first evinced with Cremorne 
pastoral (1895) which was inspired by 

Streeton’s alarm at a proposed coal mine at 
Bradleys Head on Sydney Harbour. Later 
paintings such as Silvan Dam and Donna 
Buong, AD 2000 (1940) – close to where 
Streeton made his home at Olinda in the 
Dandenong Ranges in 1921 – depict a 
future landscape denuded by deforestation. 

But what they also reveal is a kind of 
emergent abstraction where Streeton, 
like so many mature artists, gets back to 
basics. The Vanishing Forest (1934), for 
example, not only shows Streeton’s always 
impeccable sense of scale and composition, 
but a new vision which goes beyond the 
phenomenal world to an inner world 
of feeling – in this case, closely tied to 
Streeton’s horror at the destruction of the 
eucalypt forests. Those dead, white trees 
are like a cry of despair and one of many 
powerful images I took away with me 
from this fine survey.    
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