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INTRODUCTION

Grace Crowley was one of the leading innovatorsgebmetric
abstraction in Australia. When she returned totralis in 1930, she had
thoroughly mastered the complex mathematics anthgeg of the golden
section that had become one of the frameworks fademism.

The golden section (also know as the golden r#ti®,golden mean,
the divine proportion) is a ratio or proportion idefl by the number phi,
where phi equals 1.61803. It can be derived wittumber of geometric
constructions, each of which divides the line segpsiat the unique point,
where the ratio of the whole line to the large segtis the same as the
ratio of the large segment to the small segmenis fdtio has fascinated
man through the centuries, being found throughaatune: in plants,
flowers, shells, animals, astronomical bodies &medstructure of man, and
it is often described as, the proportion of bealttys believed to have
been used by the Egyptians in the design of thamigs, and was
certainly used by the Greeks in the design of theildings and artefacts.
Renaissance artists used it, during which timeas wermed, the divine
proportion. Its construction and use by craftswas one of the secrets of
the medieval guilds, until the methods of its camgion were published
in a book by Fra Pacioli in 1509. Thereafter, itswiaeely available to
artists, along with other theoretical treatisesd ats mystique was
somewhat diminished. However, during the late tei@eth century, the
golden section was rediscovered by artists sedkirngeate an art for their
modern age, but underpinned with the classical dgan of the old
masters. Thus in Paris, the golden section wasae\as a compositional,
geometrical framework for modern and abstract afndré Lhote joined
the people who became fascinated by this amazimgoption, studied and
wrote about it for many years, prior to openingdiisacademy in Paris in
1922,

Crowley, Anne Dangar and Dorrit Black all studiedder Lhote,
recognized as the foremost teacher of modernisiairis. Crowley not
only taught the golden section to Rah Fizelle, Rdjalson and students
of the Crowley-Fizelle Art School, but used it tevélop her own abstract
art during the 1940s and 1950s.

Through her teaching at the most progressive moderrschool in
Sydney in the 1930s, Crowley taught the basic caitipnal techniques
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as she had learnt them from Lhote. When the &dacclosed in 1937
she worked in partnership with fellow artist, Ralf@alson, as they
developed their art into constructive, abstrachiags. Balson has been
credited with being the most influential painter tile development of
geometric abstraction in Australia for a youngemagation of artists. This
is largely due to Crowley’s insistence that Balsas the major innovator
who led her into abstraction. She consistentlysedl to take credit for
her own role in their artistic partnership.

My research indicates that there were a numbeaaibfs that strongly
influenced Crowley to support Balson and deny hem aole. Her
archives contain sensitive records of the breakubeo partnership with
Rah Fizelle and the closure of the Crowley-Fizalte School. These, and
other archival material, indicate that Fizelle’alility to master and teach
the golden section, and Crowley’s greater popyla# a teacher, were the
real causes of the closure of the School. Crovdftynotes in her archives
that she still felt deeply distressed, even fortang after the events, and
did not wish the circumstances of the closure knawmer lifetime.

With the closure of the Art School and her closerfd, Anne Dangar,
living in France, her friendship with Balson offdrbéer a way forward.
Rather than risk losing another friend and artigtartner in a similar
manner to the breakup of her partnership with Eze&lrowley chose to
conceal her considerable mathematical and geonatility while working
with Balson. During the years following the closwgthe School, the
death of her father and the deteriorating healthesfmother meant that, as
the unmarried daughter, she needed to spend muoneh daring for her
mother, until her death in 1947. This left herhwlittle time for painting
during that period. Crowley knew that Dangar hadogintered strong
opposition to the new compositional techniques ve® in modernism,
when she returned to Australia in 1929 to agaichest the Sydney Art
School. She was also well aware of the popularsitythe masculine
landscape painting tradition representing the asseaf Australian
national identity. She said she felt a man hactéeb chance of gaining
acceptance as an artist. By supporting Balsomsiseable to provide him
with a place to work, in her studio, and had anfievith whom she could
share her own passion for art, as she had with &ang

During her long friendship with Balson, she paintgth him and gave
him opportunities to develop his talents, whichcbeld not have accessed
without her. She taught him, by discreet practidamonstration, the
principles of composition she had learnt from LhoBuring the period of
the Crowley-Fizelle Art School, he had worked fiuthe as a house
painter and only attended the weekend sketch céslocéated with the



Grace Crowley’s Contribution to Australian Modemis 3
and Geometric Abstraction

School. From the late 1930s to the 1950s thewdssd and planned their
paintings together. When he retired from housentpaj in 1955, she
continued to provide him with a quiet, secludedcplan which to paint
and experiment with new techniques. With her owfistic contacts in
France, she gained him international recognitioaraabstract painter and
his own solo exhibition in a leading Paris art gall After his death in
1964, she continued to promote his art to curatomd researchers,
recording his life and art for posterity.

The artist with whom she studied modernism in Raime Dangar,
also received her lifelong support and promotitmthe last decade of her
life Crowley provided detailed information to cuseg and art historians
on the lives of both her friends, Balson and Dangsaticulously keeping
accurate records of theirs and her own life devdtedrt. In her later
years she arranged to deposit these records iricpustitutions, thus
becoming a contributor to Australian art historyAs a result of this
foresight the stories of both her friends have esibecome a record of
Australian art history.

Teaching Composition

Over many years, Australian artists had been masdarea of the
importance of composition and systems such as dldeg section during
their study in London and Paris. Although thesghtéques were known
and discussed by Australian artists who had returfrem overseas,
particularly in the 1920s, they were not taughamy art school in Sydney
until Dorrit Black and Crowley taught them at theodiérn Art Centre in
Sydney for a short period in the early 1930s. hwite opening of the
Crowley-Fizelle Art School in George Street in 1982owley taught the
principles of the golden section until its closimel937. Fizelle had not
studied these systems while overseas but was a#éheir value and use
by master painters he had studied in Italy andrSpai

When Frank and Margel Hinder joined the weekendk€lub of the
Crowley-Fizelle Art School in 1934, Crowley founttat Frank's art
training in America was comparable with her Pamaining. Frank
brought with him an interest in the abstract gieditunderlying most art,
and knowledge of Dynamic Symmetry, a system ofigiegrinciples
developed by American writer, Jay Hambidge. Howgev@rowley
recognized dynamic symmetry as an integral path@fgolden section as
she had learnt from Lhote. Frank Hinder, the sba &ydney surgeon,
had gone to America to study at the Art InstitufeChicago (1927-28).
There he was taught that Seurat had developed tansgsc theory of
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colour, and that composition was to be interpréttegeometric form. He
also learnt that modern artists were experimentinifn abstract art in
Paris, and about the golden section with its hystam the Egyptians and
Greeks. In 1929 he studied at the New York Scleédline and Applied
Art under Howard Giles and Emil Bisttram, who wefiéends of
Hambidge, and it was from them he learnt Hambidg®ery of dynamic
symmetry*

Hambidge had studied the use of the golden sebtjaihe Egyptians
and Greeks in their art and architecture. He fotnad the recovery of the
design principles required “special talent and niraj, considerable
mathematical ability, much patience and sound aéstjudgment”. He
concluded that geometrical analysis was “misleading inexact” and
found that by using arithmetical analysis, he caelduce the principles to
working use for American artists and desigrfetsntil the arrival of the
Hinders, Crowley taught the golden section from ¢ven knowledge and
the notes she and Dangar had taken from Lhoteshileg in France.
Because Fizelle was having difficulty with the cepts of the golden
section, she asked Frank Hinder to obtain from Acaercopies of the
magazine published by Jay Hambidge on dynamic symmentitiedThe
Diagonalwhich explained how to apply this in design anchposition. In
the first issue offhe Diagonal Hambidge stated that dynamic symmetry
“was identical with that used by Greek masters lmost all the art
produced in the great classical peridd”.

With the closure of the Crowley-Fizelle Art Schawl1937, Crowley’s
knowledge of these fundamental principles was épethin her teaching
notes and books that remained in her possessidhafter her death in
1979. In the 1950s, when art historian Bernardtismias writing his
history of Australian Painting 1788-196b he consulted Frank Hinder
about the George Street Group of modernists inl8®0s. Information
about dynamic symmetry and Hambidge’s books werdenavailable to
Smith and this was published, thus crediting Hagidith the introduction
of dynamic symmetry to Australia. By then Crowlbgd spent many
years supporting Balson and by the mid-1950s htickdeto the Southern
Highlands with Balson, doing little painting. Harchives contain detailed
descriptions and diagrams of the golden sectiowedisas extensive notes
of colour and music theories as applied to art andalphabet of pictorial
design as taught by Lhote.

Evidence of the influence of the teaching of théngples of the
golden section by Dorrit Black and Crowley, candsen in Australian
artists. Black used it as part of her teachingthatModern Art Centre
until she had to close it and return to Adelaidene major painter who
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readily acknowledges his debt to the teaching ajtetthrough Black, is
Jeffrey Smart. He has frequently said that hisisarbout shapes and
colours, and that his composition is based on thdeg section as taught
to him by Dorrit Black. “Black was one of the majofluences on my
painting ... | am still influenced by her teaching She came to Adelaide
like a shot of adrenelir®” In the late 1940s Smart studied under Léger in
Paris, one of the original group of artists whokipart in the now famous
Cubism and La Section D'Or Exhibition of 1912 wittoth Lhote and
Gleizes.

Crowley’s role in the introduction and teachingtbis technique has
never been acknowledged, despite the crucial pgeet gayed in the
development of modernism and geometric abstractidm.this book |
present material from her own archives to show bbescontributed to the
development of modernism and geometric abstragtigkustralia. | have
tried to directly quote some of the material froer larchives that give an
insight into her teaching, her attitudes and peabtyn In contrast to the
many paintings she destroyed, she saved so mamying)® invitations,
cards and many letters, often with her reply haittew on the used
envelope. As well as books, magazines, teachingsnand notebooks
from her travels, she kept a file of all the newsgacuttings relating to
her and her friends — neatly corrected in red iAK.of these were a great
help to her in her latter years as people apprahtiee for information,
and they have now become a great resource forigidrians seeking to
understand that period of art history.

Art History

A matter that concerned Crowley in the last deaafdeer life was the
amount of misinformation she read about herself lagidcolleagues and
their art. She spent much time talking and writimgurators, art historians
and researchers, and often recorded her frustratiem her information
was misinterpreted or recorded wrongly. Ultimatslye donated her
letters and papers to public institutions, wherythave become a matter
of public record for research and continue to dmrlmowledge of
Australian art history. The curators and artdrisins, who interviewed
Crowley personally during her lifetime, have helgedshape her public
image and that of her friends and colleagues whe \part of the George
Street Group. However, Crowley was a self-effagirgson who preferred
to promote the art of others and made no claim&déoown achievements.
Without an objective study of her life and conttion to art,
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misunderstandings persist, and my aim is to tryetothe record straight, as
she herself tried to do.

Much of what has been written about Crowley wagtemi during her
lifetime, when she preferred to support Balsoni®esn and what has been
written since has largely been informed by thidieawriting. In Bernard
Smith’s Place, Taste and Traditigrfirst published in 1945, he credited
Grace Crowley, Rah Fizelle, Frank Hinder, Eric Wilsand Eric Thake
with the best work done in Australia in the arefsubism, constructivism
and abstract art. He praised CrowleBaigneuses the “best painting by
this group and certainly one of the finest paintingpming from the
modern movement in Australia.” He described hasttdtion of natural
form” as being used “with fine sensibility to aidet plastic unity of the
composition”. For him her surety of line, colourdatone revealed it as
“the best of the contributions that cubism has ntadeontemporary art in
Australia® High praise indeed for Crowley at that time.

By the time Smith’s influentiaAustralian Painting 1788-196@vas
published in 1962, Crowley was credited “with somederstanding of
cubism and post-cubist trends in paintihg#arnt from Lhote and Gleizes
between 1927 and 1930. Frank Hinder had been itepdbynamic
Symmetry at the East Sydney Technical College dutie 1950s and was
probably the source of Smith’'s information on tpisriod. Details of
Hinder's career and influences on his art were miamd two books
specifically mentioned — Jay Hambidg®ynamic Symmetry, The Greek
Vase(1920) and Irma RichterRhythmic Forms in Ar1920f Smith’s
book has been the source of learning by generatibrstudents of art
history. The evidence of Crowley’'s contribution the teaching of
dynamic symmetry remained in her teaching notedterer death in
1979 these notes became part of her Archives ath&allery of New
South Wales Research Library.

Although published in 1979 with the subtitithe Emergence of
Modernist Painting in Australia to 1944umphrey McQueen'8lack
Swan of Trespasfils to even mention the Crowley-Fizelle Art Soho
although Eleanore Lange is mentioned as an inflaketéacher. She is
credited with providing “a group of Sydney artistbth reasons for
breaking through surface Modernism” and providinglddn with an
environment in which he had “acquired his intere€instein”?

A Study of Australian Aft included statements collected by Herbert
Badham from both Crowley and Balson. They exprésbeir united
belief in the importance of abstract design to banfl in geometric
structure and colour relationships. Crowley saw finting as having
evolved from the design elements of the old masthreugh to the
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modern master painters, Kandinsky and Mondrianes€&telements can be
seen in their paintings from the period.

In his book The Innovators, the Sydney alternatives in the ofe
modern art, literature and ideaseoffrey Dutton included quite a bit of
information about the Crowley-Fizelle Art Schooldamhe individual
painters who were prominent. Like McQueen, he tifies Margaret
Preston as one of the leading modernist paintedsdascribes the George
Street Group as “admirable pioneers” but says theae “not a genius
among them, nor even a major talent”. In the lightnore recent research
and re-evaluation of the George Street Group aftaytmany now would
not agree with his judgement. He rightly descri@rdwley as “a selfless
woman who gave most of her energies to teachingnoouraging other
artists”. However, his description of Jay Hambidgbook Dynamic
Symmetry: The Greek Vass “one of the bibles of George Street” is
inaccurate. Crowley and Fizelle were already teerhhote’s principles
of the golden section for several years before Heders joined the
Group. He described both Crowley and Hinder asrdiry-intellectual”,
but their art as “theory-obsessed, mechanical atfter colourless”. He
does, however, link Hambidge and Lhote’s teachiags‘united in their
insistence on the use of geometry in proportionsgace” and he
specifically mentions that in Hinder's notes on dgiic symmetry he
wrote about the “rectangle of the whirling squabased on the golden
section”. He, like so many writers, says that Aegwand Dorrit Black
both studied under Lhote and Gleizes and while ifhatue, their study
under Gleizes was brief and their main teachingjqdarly on the golden
section, came from Lhotg.

Daniel Thomas, while at the Art Gallery of N&wuth Wales from
1958-78, befriended Crowley and was responsibleafaumber of major
exhibitions which featured Crowley and her colleegyu The George
Street Group of painters, Balson, Crowley, Fizedied Hinder, were
acknowledged in a 1966 Exhibition at the Art Gallef New South
Wales as the “leaders of the second phase of tltemart movement in
Australia”!? After Balson’s death in August, 1964, Thomas pilslite to
his art and his unique place in Australian artdmgtas the first Australian
artist to produce a solo-artist exhibition of ndrjextive paintings in July
1941 in Sydney® However, by the time Thomas curat&loject 4
Crowley’s Retrospective in 1975, he acknowledgest thwas she who
had ensured “that his career was productive umtildeath” and that her
years in Paris “had made her a crucial influencéostralian Modernism
through the 1930s™*
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One writer who clearly saw the importance of Crgidenfluence on
Balson was Patrick McCaughey. In an article onsarRoger Kemp
published inArt and Australiain September 1970, McCaughey found
Kemp’'s development as a painter to have been uneeeking “the
liberating effect of Cubist structures” which hedhatuitively worked
towards and which in the 1960s became “the abifiingnal strength of
his work.” He goes on to say that there was “n@lel in Kemp’s career
for the contact Balson had with cubist theoriestigh Grace Crowley”.
He saw Kemp’s art as posing a question “centrAV&stern metaphysics
... how to express man as one function of a Diviner@etry?™> Balson
also expressed similar ideas about his paintingslson’s biographer,
Bruce Adams, writing on Balson’s art, also recogdithat his approach to
figuration in the late 1930s was disciplined andyhhy structured,
“informed by the analytical methods of cubist comsiion”. He saw
works exhibited in the 1939 Exhibition I, such &@ke Sisters (Family
Group), Madonna, Portrait of Grace Crowlegnd others, as showing the
impact of cubism in their geometric organizationiethprovided formal
armature for the compositidf. Through her friendships with Daniel
Thomas and Bruce Adams, Crowley made known thealifé art of both
Balson and Dangar.

In the 1970s a new group of feminist writers lookadk to rediscover
the many women artists who had been lost to Auatraért history.
Janine Burke curated a major exhibition in 1975 aunpiled the
accompanying catalogue fakustralian Women Artists — One Hundred
Years: 1840-1940, for which Crowley wrote an autobiographical essay
This essay has become a valuable resource as fitlliof personal
recollections of her life and the influences tHadged her as a person and
as an artist. Burke’s book was an early publicati take a positive and
empathetic view of women as artists in Australi@dhe saw Crowley as
one of a group of women artists as radicals ofrttay, among the most
articulate, well-informed, influential, widely tralled and advanced of
their time. Prevailing social conditions alloweahe women to pursue a
career in the arts and Crowley, like CossingtontBmwvas supported by
her father's accumulated wealth. The differencevben these two artists
was that Cossington-Smith was always encouragetieinart by her
family, while Crowley’s family did not understanetinterest in art. In
return though, she was expected to be availableate for her parents
during periods of illness and old age. This wasommon expectation,
particularly of unmarried daughters.

Another writer who befriended Crowley was Mary Eagivhen
researching her bookustralian Modern Painting Between the Wars 1914-
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19398 She clearly spent some time getting to know Cegwto
understand her contribution; she captured andlldistithe essence of
Crowley’s personality and artistic career. Crowmelf no conflict between
her early training with Ashton and what she leavith Lhote in Paris. She
remained on good terms with Ashton when she retutneSydney, in
spite of his avowed opposition to modernism. She grateful to Ashton
for the sound artistic training and encourageméstreceived from him,
but found that Lhote’s teaching provided her withatvshe needed to
compose a picture - a framework for composition.

Both Burke's and Eagle’'s books highlighted the imgot, but
previously unrecognised role women artists playeatticularly in the
introduction of modernism to Australia. The attentidrawn to this fact
has stimulated a great deal of research, writirhamating of exhibitions
focusing on the women so far lost to Australian laigtory. A major
survey undertaken by Joan Kerr to retrieve womdistarresulted in a
survey exhibition and publication éferitage: The National Women’s Art
Book: 500 works by 500 women artists from colotiales to 195%.
Crowley and Dangar were both identified and inctudeith short
biographies. Crowley also appeared in Caroline AmbrAustralian
Women Artists — First Fleet to 1945: History, Hemysand Her S&
included in a group of women artists, Margaret #resGrace Cossington
Smith, Clarice Beckett and Dorrit Black, who chaied mainstream
aesthetics.

Helen Topliss’Modernism and Feminism: Australian Women Artists
1900-1940explains why women artists used modernism as a @fay
establishing their own feminist context as artiseying been marginalised
by traditional academic practice that was male daeid. Topliss
recognised that Crowley was a capable artist botplyi noted that
Crowley, like Dangar, preferred to promote the rntdeof their male
colleagues as did other women of that period. Bspdaw Rah Fizelle as
the leading talent in the Crowley-Fizelle Art Schanade no mention of
Crowley’'s knowledge of the golden section and dyicasymmetry, but
said that Fizelle’s knowledge and teaching camenfttay Hambidge's
book onDynamic Symmetrand Irma Richter’s booRhythmic Form in
Art brought to the School in 1934 by Frank Hinffer.

Letters written by Anne Dangar to Crowley from 193l Dangar's
death in 1951, were donated to the State Librafe# South Wales by
Crowley, along with lessons from Albert Gleizesth® students at the
Crowley-Fizelle Art School in the 1930s. Interegtin Crowley had asked
Dangar’s friend, Lucy Deveyle, to destroy herdegtto Dangar after their
mutual friend’s death. Helen Topliss undertook thsk of deciphering
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Dangar's handwriting and published those lettersked with some
biographical details of Dangar’s life, iBarth, Fire, Water, Air: Anne
Dangar’s letters to Grace Crowley, 1930-19%1 These letters form one
of the sources of information about the friendshgiween Dangar and
Crowley that was used by Peter Brooke, when rebgay@nd writing the
life and work of Albert Gleizes, published #lbert Gleizes: For and
Against the Twentieth CenturySo through this book both Dangar and
Crowley are placed within the context of the depetent of modernism
and abstraction in Europe.

Strange Women: Essays in Art and Gentwk a strong feminist
stance on the representation of women in art. Doasf was “to develop
an understanding of the way in which patriarchygivalises women'’s art
in a country which has a proud tradition of misogyl A number of
essays addressed this marginalisation within theesd of modernism,
and looked at the ways in which the women arti§tdhe time had found
their own individual methods to subvert the pattigr, and find space for
their own art. Margaret Preston, Thea Proctor armMgy were all seen
as women artists who had presented themselvesedlggent, independent
and, above all, modern. This was certainly the wawvhich Crowley
presented herself personally, in clothing, intevestd attitudes. Jeanette
Hoorn, with the opening words of her essay “Womeak®& Modernism:
Contesting Masculine Art Criticism”, throws downethgauntlet in a
challenge to the then existing art history:

The emergence of modernism in Australia is a niagabh which the roles

of male artists are privileged in spite of the fdat the most experimental
and interesting early modernist paintings were oynen. It was the art of
women that brought modernism to Australia in thrstfdecades of this
century?*

Referring to Grace Crowley, Dorrit Black and Annarigar, she makes
the point that, following their studies in Paristire late 1920s, they were
the first “to embark on a version of cubist paigtin works such as their
Mirmande landscape$®.

Pamela Niehoff, in her essay “The New Woman andRhbétics of
Identity”, states that in her professional relasioip with Fizelle “Crowley
was clearly the dominant partn&t” It was from her that Fizelle absorbed
many of the precepts of Lhote’s teaching. Thisvident in her papers and
this material more fully explains Lhote’s teachiagd writing. Niehoff
describes Crowley, unusually for most writers, &®agh-minded woman
and a confirmed moderniéf? She categorises her as a Thinking Woman
and describes the subjects of two of her Archilialide entry portraits,
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Gwen Ridley(1930) andPortrait in Grey: Miss M. Roberts(1933) as
“portraits of strong-minded womenR®. Niehoff nominated Crowley's
Portrait of Lucie Beynis(1929) as representative of the liberated and
intellectual women of the time: reading matter atndh indicating
intellectual pursuits, while the modern short hatirdusiness-like clothing
and pre-occupied gaze represents a woman involvédsabi own pursuits
and independent. This also reflects the intelldctaBmosphere and
freedom of women in Paris during those years betwbe two world
wars, the period when Crowley lived there. Crowdeyed to challenge the
staunchly traditional portraits by entering her tpartraits, the Ridley in
1930 and the Roberts in 1933, in the Archibald &rit was well
understood that the Trustees “had an inbuilt awardd anything that
smacked of the intuitive or modefi”and the Archibald competition
would continue for many years to be “a club of iikended men in suits
sharing a common view”. Women were simply not accepted as artists.
The prevailing social attitudes against both woraed modernism in the
1930s were strongly against the chances of anyesaags a woman artist
for Crowley, and | believe she made intelligentichs in the light of the
reality of her circumstances, and the strong sopiajudice against
women artists at the time.

Since these survey exhibitions of women’s art hlarnsught so many
women artists to public attention, there have foéd a number of
subsequent exhibitions, both in groups and of iddial women artists.
Crowley’s work was part of a highly successful ditidn curated by Jane
Hylton from the Art Gallery of South Australlodern Australian Women
— Paintings and Prints 1925-194and such exhibitions have served to
bring Crowley before a wider audience. Hylton figlat Crowley had a
“major impact®! on the work of Rah Fizelle and Ralph Balson. Anber
of individual studies have been made of the livésvomen artists —
Bessie Davidson, Grace Cossington Smith, AlisonfiBetn, Jean Bellette,
Mary Alice Evatt and Anne Dangér However, very little has been
known about Crowley until Elena Taylor’s retrospestexhibition.

In December 2006 the National Gallery of Austratipened the
exhibition Grace Crowley — Being Moderaccompanied by a catalogue,
with many details of her life from interviews witamily and friends, and
a substantial number of her paintings publishecbiour for the first time.
Ron Radford, Director of the Australian Nationalllés, had seen her
retrospective exhibition at the Art Gallery of NeSouth Wales in 1975
and been much impressed by her work. He was coedititat “she was a
much more important artist than was generally askadged® and, as
Director of the Ballarat Fine Art Gallery in 197&ntacted Crowley with
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a view to preparing an exhibition to celebrate higretieth year, which
would have been in 1980. Her death in 1979 cudaiese plans but the
Being ModernExhibition which toured various Australian Galleriantil
November 2008, brought together many previouslyeansworks by
Crowley, retrieved works covered with primer on therso of other
paintings, and cleaned many works to their origicalour. When
interviewed at the time of her 1975 RetrospectivéniBition she said:
“you want to be known by your best works, not bynsthing miserable.
Everybody does bad work, even the best of‘us”In introducing the
National Gallery of Australia Exhibition, Radforddicated that he felt
that Crowley had not received the recognition dudér as a pioneer of
abstraction and her quite significant role in idmwoing modernism to
Australia.

Working mainly from her own archival material anclated
manuscripts, | look at Crowley’s central role asrarovator of abstraction
in Australia, and why she chose to promote Balsamtsinstead of her
own. | also look at her contribution which involvéer teaching, her
support of her fellow artists and her role as drhitorian. | believe these
choices were made because of the prevailing scoiadlitions, and are
therefore not as readily accessible as art worlicsnhbvertheless, deserve
recognition.

Chapter 1 examines Crowley’s early natural talbat tvas encouraged
by her parents while she was young, but later opghdsy them as it
interfered with what they saw as her duty to uralerta woman'’s role as
wife and mother. This they considered to be parthef duty to the
country, and they never accepted her choice torhe@n artist. Under the
guidance of Julian Ashton, she developed gredtakiboth an artist and a
teacher, absorbing many of his philosophies. Heagbelief in bringing
out the best in each of his students was to beskié she used so
effectively with Balson later in life. While teacty with Ashton, her
meeting with Dangar led to a lifelong friendshimtthook them both to
Paris and exploration into the very crucible of madsm. Crowley’s loss
of the Travelling Art Scholarship to Roy de Maistre1923, became a
catalyst for her, in seeking a new way of compogiagart. This was to
change her art irrevocably and lead her eventualln very different
direction.

Chapter 2 follows Crowley’s and Dangar’s journeyPtris via Aix-en-
Provence, the home of Cézanne. Their encounter@éttanne confirmed
Dangar’'s desire to study modern art in the manrfeCézanne, and
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therefore to study in Paris, rather than go to laomdnd the Slade School
of Art, as Crowley had originally intended. Theiiscbvery of André

Lhote, one of the leading artists, writers and heas of art, whose
teaching was based on Cézanne's theories, charged art forever.

Crowley found in his teaching the very thing shi fier painting needed,
a structure and a means of composing pictures.adght her how to

compose pictures according to the methods of tHenwsters, based on
the geometry of the golden section. He also talmgiw to use colour
scientifically and to build a picture by plastic ams, rather than by
shading and use of perspective as she had beeht taugAshton. With

these methods, her art was to eventually develophnfiurther than she
could have envisaged — into abstraction.

Chapter 3 examines the Crowley-Fizelle Art Schdwit toperated in
George Street, Sydney from 1932-1937. It was thestnawant-garde
modern art school in Australia for its time. Crowleased her teaching on
what she had learnt from Lhote and taught the gplsection as the
compositional framework for modern art. Becausd&eaf own experience
she knew the need for teaching a method of conmiposit Sydney. When
the Hinders brought the same principles, in dynasyimmetry, to the
Sketch Club of the School, it was really only Crewland Hinder who
fully understood the geometry and mathematicalsskilolved in its use.
Hambidge, presented his version of dynamic symmasra new tool for
designers. He presented its history as havingraigd from the Greeks,
which he studied in depth. He did study Leonardd/aei’s writings on
the Vitruvian Interpretation of the Greek Canoratiglg to the proportions
of the human body, but failed to fully appreciate tmportant roles of the
master painters of the Renaissance, and their fuse gjolden section in
art. Because Crowley’s understanding came from é,hshe understood
its European legacy from the old masters of théusgaof Piero della
Francesca, Leonardo da Vinci and Poussin, who wasspiration for the
French classical modernism of the twentieth century

Throughout the 1930s Crowley corresponded with friend Anne
Dangar, living at Moly-Sabata in rural France, tigh which she was kept
in touch with the continuing development of abdteat in Europe. During
this period, her art was moving inexorably towaatistraction. In spite of
input from both Crowley and Hinder, Fizelle hadfidiilty in teaching the
golden section or dynamic symmetry and his increga§iustration was a
major factor in the eventual breakup of the Scho®hese details were
kept confidential by Crowley during her life andlpiecame available
after her death, as part of her archives.
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With the closure of the School, her friend Anne Bandetermined to
stay at Moly-Sabata, her parents increasingly mgedier attention,
Crowley had limited options at that point. Her dgémn to support
Balson’s art offered her a replacement for Dangaraving the friendship
of a fellow artist, while allowing her to devoteetimecessary time to her
ageing parents and still maintain an active invalgat with her own art.

Chapter 4 looks at the George Street Modernist end their plans
for a series of exhibitions to inform artists ahdge interested in the new
form of art, with which they had been experimentirigxhibition 1, their
first and only exhibition, took place in 1939 ancated heated public
debate, mainly in the press, both for and agairsstem art. | look at the
response from the public and art critics and evalita effect on Crowley
and her decisions taken at that time in regardetofiiture direction. The
onset of the Second World War precluded any furthdribition by the
Group.

Chapter 5 examines the artistic partnership betw€emwley and
Balson as they developed their abstract art throuiglthe 1940s and
1950s. Crowley needed to spend a great deal ofdariag for her elderly
mother to fulfil her obligations to her family, uinber mother’s death in
1947. Then from 1947 she painted her most maturd fnely
orchestrated, abstract paintings.

Recent analysis dPainting (1950) has revealed Crowley as a master
mathematician and geometer, having produced at lz@s work with
geometric skills on a level with paintings by Piatella Francesca and
Mondrian. | believe this painting proves that shesweertainly the leader
in the artistic partnership with Balson, yet sheovwled him with
unwavering support, even long after his death. ik retirement, she
provided him with a secluded haven in the Soutttighlands, where he
could pursue his painting full-time, perhaps cohtbat she had left proof
of her skills waiting to be found in the hidden gesry of the 1950
abstract painting. In 1960-61 they travelled ovassgpainting together in
England and France prior to Balson being given gpodunity of a solo
exhibition at a Paris gallery.

Chapter 6 traces Crowley’s continued support ob8al even after his
death in 1964. She later moved to Manly, and ftbere made herself
available to art curators and researchers intetéstéhe art of herself and
her colleagues, including Anne Dangar. By her nuddigs record keeping
and the donation of her papers to pubigtitutions, she made a significant
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contribution to our understanding of the art ofttpariod in which she
lived and worked. Her own art and that of her fderfinally gained
recognition as innovators of geometric abstradtioAustralia.

Chapter 7 analyses the way in which the abstraostoactive art
practised by Balson and Crowley in the 1940s ansl04%ound a new
appreciation with the introduction to Australia aflour-field painting in
the 1960s. Patrick McCaughey described Balsonhesnfigitre d'écoleof
the second-generation Sydney modernistaf 1969. Then in the 1980s
and 1990s, with a growing international appreciatiof Aboriginal
abstract art, a new generation of artists and orsaought to recover the
early history of abstract art by Crowley, Balsoml &finder. With Balson
seen as the major instigator of geometric abstractihe time has now
come to recover Crowley's innovative role in thetranuction of
modernist compositional techniques in Australia.

Grace Crowley was a clever, intelligent, independeoman who
could be described as an intellectual artist whe alead of her time. Her
skill as an outstanding mathematician, geometer arigt has gone
undiscovered until recently. Through her pioneeritegching of the
golden section, her development of geometric atistiet, together with
Balson, and her consistent support of Balson andgBa we can now
assess the legacy she left to Australian art. Ddribution Crowley made
still has relevance within the contemporary artnscén Australia and
should be more widely recognised and appreciated.






CHAPTERONE

DEVELOPMENT AS ANARTIST

Grace Adela Wiliams Crowley was born on'™28lay, 1890 at
Cobbadah near the small town of Barraba in the Baad Ranges in
north-western New South Wales. Her parents, graseary Crowley and
his wife, Elizabeth (nee Bridger) had married iv@8when Henry had
built a slab house, known as The Forest, wherévallCrowley children
were born. Grace was the fourth child and eldasigtiter, having three
older brothers, Wilfred, Alan and Ken, and a yourgjster, Florence. In
the 1890s the country was badly affected by a rdegression and her
parents worked hard to make a living from the land.

Henry Crowley was in partnership with his brothéfilliam, running
the Cobbadah Estate set up by their father Johna foumber of years
until 1899 when the partnership was dissolved. riA¢hen purchased a
property south of Barraba known as Glen Riddied by 1906, when
Julian Ashton first visited the property, the wadip had realised an
exceptionally good price for the day. This hadbded the family to build
a new homestead to replace the original, ratherbheigiwelling. Ashton
described Henry Crowley as a very active and styobgilt middle-aged
man, and Grace’s mother as “a splendid examplé@fwomen of that
time” who accepted the inevitable changing forturdslife with “a
humorous chuckle and untiring patienée”.

Crowley remembered her first drawings being donéamnold square
brown tank at the back of the kitchen at Glen RatidIHer drawings were
illustrations of stories she imagined “about peapid what they did” and
although she did not write down the stories, slietfiey were necessary
for her and “had to be illustrated”. She later also described a similar
process in first conceiving a picture in her mireddse she could begin to
paint or draw. As a child she found she greatlyopai illustrating her
stories, and these kept her much entertained thrthey years of growing
up on a large, fairly remote property. She anddiger were educated at
home until she was about 15 years of age.

In the last few years of her life she wrote an pssaout her own
development and life as an artist. In it she recathat, when she was
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about thirteen, her mother sent one of her penr@ndrawings “of a little
girl sitting near the fire nursing a black cat” ttee magazindNew Idea
where it was published on the children’s page aod & prize. TheNew
Ideawas a monthly magazine that described itself @asglfer “Australian
women” with a dedicated section for children, whauld belong to The
New Idea League. Children were encouraged to exmpetitions for
Prose, Verse, Drawings and Puzzles with the montitiyers being listed
in the “Roll of Honour”. Grace Crowley, aged l4ayg, of Barraba,
N.S.W. is listed as one of the prize-winners in 8enior Division for
Drawing in the March Issue of 1905. The drawingstfe magazine were
to be submitted “in Indian ink, very black writingk or wash (not
colour)” to be suitable for some of the drawings lie published.
Crowley’s drawing was not published, just her n&ntéer mother was
greatly encouraged by this accolade and forwartieddrawing toThe
Stock and Station Journafor the opinion of a journalist writing for the
column titled ‘Gossip”. He in turn sought the mss$ional opinion of the
artist D.H. Souter, who declared that the youngwas artistically gifted
and should seek art trainifg.

Crowley continued drawing mainly subjects at hangeeple, cats,
dogs, horses, kookaburras, and her father's shedpcattle. Her father
had a reputation for breeding very fine cattle.gfeouraged his daughter
to draw his prize bull, Prince Imperial, while ingtting her on what to
look for as the finer points of beef cattle. Immelgspleased with her
drawings of the bull and also of Spot, the doghhd them framed and
hung in his office, where Crowley remembered theanding for many
years® This early intimate relationship with the landormy with her
artistic gift, nurtured in Crowley the keen ability observe and record the
land and its inhabitants. It was a talent that nobd helped when she
undertook traditional drawing with Julian Ashton.

Her first real experience of life away from Glend®ie did not come
about until 1905-7 when she attended the Methddisties College at
Burwood. While a student in Sydney, her Uncle Aechthe Rev.
Archibald Crowley, a Presbyterian Minister, arrashder her to join him
in weekly drawing classes at Julian Ashton’s Sydael School. He
would meet her at Central Station and take heh¢octasses, held in the
Queen Victoria Market Building. Ashton’s method wfaching was to
instruct his students to draw “the plaster casa akull exactly the right
size and shape on a sheet of Michellat papersing a piece of sharp-
edged charcoal. Ashton believed that successtidg began with
mastering the contour first. Once the student wale &0 achieve an
accurate outline exactly, then the details wouldvithin. Crowley found
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this disappointing as she had wanted to make arpicso she only stayed
a few months.

After finishing school in Sydney, Crowley returnédme to Glen
Riddle where she did no more drawing. Her mothenlfi believed that a
“woman’s place was in the home” so, in order taringt and train her
daughters in household duties, she had sackeddhe @rowley had then
found her life fully occupied with what she alwagderred to, with some
apparent distaste, as “women’s wotk”Crowley’s parents appear to have
subscribed to the almost universally accepted Aliatr belief at the time
that marriage and the production of children washighest aspiration for
women. Marrying well was seen as the passporfetofig happiness, and
any woman unable to find a suitable husband waardegl as having
failed to fulfil her role as a woman. This wasimg when governments
were producing statistics to show that there waalamming decline in the
birth-rate among Australian women. The 1903 Royan@iission and the
1904 New South Wales Enquiry into declining birdltes Australia-wide,
eventually led to the 1912 introduction of the “BaBonus” and child
endowment in the 1923S. At the same time women were seeking greater
independence, with about one-third of women worlongside the home
as early as 1890, and gaining the right to voté®32. Crowley’s parents
as middle-class property owners and cattle breedeosild have
recognised the importance of heredity and repraoiudh consolidating
their own life’s work, and therefore the marriadetteeir children was of
the highest priority, and possibly, their natiodaty.

At the time of Ashton’s first visit to Glen Riddl&rowley’s father
invited him to return at any time and stay as lawyhe wished. He
returned in 1909 for the purpose of painting whathlad noticed as very
typical outback scenery on his previous visit. Ashtater wrote that he
had observed the course of a river or creek coealilbntified by a faint
rising mist that disappears immediately after the gses. He located a
place about half a mile from the homestead whictcdwsidered would
make “an admirable design for a picture” to beezhliMist on the Creek”.
This picture he sent to the Royal Academy Exhibitaf 1911 where it
was hung, and later purchased by the MelbourneoNalti Gallery*?
Ashton’s visit seemed to revive Crowley’s inter@stdrawing and she
later described how they would share a morning petifpefore setting out
to catch the early morning sunlight reflected ia thater. She drew trees
while Ashton painted, trying to capture the momeniffect of light so
vital to an impressionist paint&t.

Around 1914 Crowley was engaged to her fimtisin Gordon, just
prior to his enlistment in the army, but her nie€ena Job recalled that he
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was invalided out just before sailing overseasaketpart in the First
World War and although he returned to his propbetween Narrabri and
Barraba, the engagement was brokertbff.

It was in 1915 that Crowley became a full-time stuidat the Sydney
Art School, without the approval of her parentssdems her father never
came to terms with Grace’s decision to become #stand made his
feelings clear over the years. He expressed th@apthat Julian Ashton
had “ruined Grace’s art® It would not be unreasonable to suggest that he
may have harboured great disappointment over hiewrdato marry. As
Beverley Kingston pointed out “there was ignominydaa very strong
smell of failure, whatever the status or classacited to the unmarried
woman”® This is a likely cause of the ongoing difficuttiavith her
father, to which she referred at various timesvirl|g on a remote property
he would have had little access to urban cultune, grobably could not
understand either art or her lifestyle in the cior Crowley herself,
developing her talent for drawing and finding dation in doing
something well, would have built her own sense ofthy the opposite of
what she experienced when living with her parentSlan Riddle. It is
therefore not at all surprising that she developegry warm relationship
with Ashton, was grateful for his encouragemend, fom his respect of her
ability, in choosing her to teach at his prestigi@ut school. Art became
an absorbing interest for her, with the stimulatmnother good artists
around her, both male and female.

What seemed to her a pointless exercise as a gghptilat of trying
to draw an accurate representation of a skull, rehe approached with
alacrity. Ashton’s insistence that the contour autlioe be drawn
accurately first, became a challenge she was ramathckle. Being older,
she was able to appreciate the value of his trgitie eye to see size,
form, pose and colour, which he maintained couldy die learnt by
continuous daily study for a period of five or giears. His teaching
methods were well established and, reading higbihy and methods of
teaching art, it becomes clear that Crowley absbrbany of his ideas. He
believed in a simple, practical approach of allaythe students to learn
from their own experiments and mistakes and to ldgveheir own
techniques. His approach was to stress the indiitguof each student,
for he believed that individual expression was margortant than
anything else. He also stated that he believedathartist was born with a
natural gift, but that he needed to apply himsdl§ently to developing
his talent. This would explain why Crowley alwaysisted that Balson
was a “born abstract paintéf” even though she had the technical
knowledge, learnt from Lhote, that was the basisnoich abstract art.



