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i“By focusing on the role of women agents who were makers, curators, and critics, this book explores the complex interchange between Australia and Britain in the interwar period. In dialogue with migration studies, these discussions make strange again assertions of how art and national character are entwined by bringing into focus the understudied interventions of women in the art scene and the role of transnational, national and local positionalities in shaping those conversations in exhibitions, art criticism, and patronage.”

Emily Burns, University of Oklahoma




“Victoria Souliman’s pioneering study sheds remarkable light on the history and role of ‘national’ collections, the nature and consequences of expatriatism, and the role played by a series of remarkable women in the definition of an Australian school of art. She discusses the issues of provincialism, and of ‘the painful remoteness’ often expressed by Australian women artists, both at home and abroad. Within the context of the decisive impact of Australia’s World War I engagement, which led both to an increasing awareness of an Australian specificity and to a strengthening of the country’s relation to Britain, Souliman’s book considers for the first time the agency of Australian women artists in the shaping up and definition of a national visual idiom between the two World Wars.”

Prof. Frédéric Ogée, Université Paris Citéii
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Australian Women, Art and the Interwar Years

Australian Women, Art and the Interwar Years: Migration and Identity offers fresh perspectives on the challenges emerging from past nationalistic narratives of Australian art, particularly regarding the ways they have overlooked women’s agency in shaping Australian art and identity.

Through a transnational theoretical framework, this book examines the experience of migration of strong-minded Australian women, who were influential cultural agents from the years directly following the end of the First World War until 1941—a pivotal period in the history of cultural relations between Britain and its dominions that has been overlooked in art history. It explores the complexities of cultural ties between Australia and Britain and provides new insights into the interconnectivity between Australian and British modernisms.

This book contributes to contemporary post-colonial debates regarding the cultural survival of the Empire. It innovatively intertwines discussions about national identity, migration, global visual culture, modernism, women, and cultural policy. This book’s interdisciplinary approach will attract a diverse range of scholars and researchers in art history and women’s migration, particularly focusing on cultural transfers, national identity, and modernism in interwar Australia and Britain. Additionally, this book will appeal to art curators, as it addresses exhibition history and curatorial studies while also exploring themes that have recently gained traction in exhibitions in both Australia and the United Kingdom.

Victoria Souliman is lecturer in French and Francophone Studies at the University of Sydney, Australia. She completed her PhD in Art History at the University of Sydney and Université Paris Cité in 2019. Her doctoral research focused on issues of national identity, expatriatism, and women’s agency in the artistic exchanges between Australia and Britain in the early twentieth century. Her other research interests include the representation of female subjectivity and the legacy of surrealism in contemporary visual culture.
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Emerging Australian and New Zealand Art Histories

Series editors: Anthony White and Rex Butler

This series highlights the groundbreaking work of emerging scholars who are reshaping the histories of Australian and New Zealand art. It showcases fresh perspectives and innovative approaches, particularly the growing emphasis on global and transnational narratives that connect the art and culture of these regions with the wider world.

Anthony White is an Associate Professor in the School of Culture and Communication at the University of Melbourne. He is the author of Italian Modern Art in the Age of Fascism (2020), and Lucio Fontana: Between Utopia and Kitsch (2011), and has published in Grey Room, October, and Third Text.

Rex Butler is Professor of Art History in the Faculty of Art Design and Architecture at Monash University. He has written UnAustralian Art: Ten Essays on Transnational Art History (2023) with ADS Donaldson and is currently completing a book on Rosalind Krauss.

Books in this series include:


	Australian Women, Art and the Interwar Years

Migration and Identity

Victoria Souliman




For more information about this series, please visit: www.routledge.com/Emerging-Australian-and-New-Zealand-Art-Histories/book-series/EANZAH
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Foreword

Emerging Australian and New Zealand Art Histories is a book series initiated by the Art Association of Australia and New Zealand with the support of Taylor & Francis. It highlights the new histories being written about Australian and New Zealand art by emerging scholars from the region, revealing a new generation of art writers who emphasise global perspectives and seek to put the Asia Pacific region in connection with other regions from around the world. Australian and New Zealand authors have been among the prime movers in a recent “decentring” of art history, and in many ways Australia and New Zealand—with their complex First Nations and colonial histories—are privileged places from which to think this profound shift.

The series will include books on the history of art from all periods and locations within Australia and New Zealand. Books on a wide range of mediums will be published, from painting and sculpture to the applied arts, photography, film, video, and the new media. Thematically, the series is open to a broad range of topics and research areas, but will focus on issues of particular relevance to the present moment, ranging from feminism to colonialism, First Nations art to artistic activism, as well as on art curation and collecting, design and material culture and the place of art within our new “attention economies.”

The editors aim to publish work on hitherto overlooked artists, particularly women artists; on the new transnational histories connecting Australia and New Zealand to the rest of the world; and on work by Aboriginal, Māori, and Pasifika scholars. Altogether, the series will seek to move away from the nationalist histories that were dominant during the twentieth century, when art historians and art galleries privileged art that appeared distinctively “Australian” and “New Zealand.” In this way, the series aims to become part of the new globalist histories currently being written everywhere, not only in countries that were previously considered “provincial” but also in such “art centres” as Europe and America.

We have selected our first monograph as exemplary of the work we seek to publish. Victoria Souliman’s Australian Women, Art and the Interwar Years: Migration and Identity presents a new perspective on issues that have arisen from previous nationalist narratives of Australian art, specifically how they xviiihave denied women’s agency in defining Australian art and identity. It examines the interrelationship between art, migration, and identity, drawing on the experience of any number of migrant women in the context of the cultural and artistic exchanges that took place between Australia and Britain during the interwar years, a pivotal moment in the history of cultural relations between Britain and its dominions. This book also contributes to topical post-colonial debates relating to the survival of Empire, which are perhaps more relevant than ever in our divisive and increasingly fractured times. Discussions around national identity, global visual culture, modernism, women, and national cultural policy are integral aspects of this study.

Souliman rightly acknowledges in the “Introduction” to her book that there has already been considerable scholarship on Australian women artists between the two wars. We might just mention two such studies she cites: Mary Eagle’s Australian Modern Painting Between the Wars 1914–1939 (1989) and Helen Topliss’ Modernism and Feminism: Australian Women Artists 1900–1940 (1996). There has also been not inconsiderable scholarship on the Australian artists and cultural figures who went to live and work in Britain. Again, we might just mention two: Stephen Alomes’ When London Calls: The Expatriation of Australian Creative Artists to Britain (1999) and Simon Pierse’s Australian Art and Artists in London 1950–1965 (2012). However, the powerful gesture that Souliman enacts is to put these elements together and trace their intersection: her book speaks of the Australian women artists—but also art writers and curators—who lived and worked in Britain between the two World Wars. Thus, there is a certain specificity or particularity to her treatment. At the same time, there is also a corresponding expansion. As opposed to any number of other studies that treat individual Australian women expatriates to Britain, Souliman in her “Introduction” and second chapter makes it clear she wants to generalise the phenomenon: to speak of as many as possible of the Australian women artists in Britain as though they all had something in common, and as though what they were doing was something they were conscious of and even passed on to one another.

What is the lesson to be learned from taking seriously the phenomenon of Australian women artists in Britain between the wars? It is that, at a time when Australia was first constructing its national art narratives in some attempt to discover and assert some distinctively “Australian” quality to its art, any number of its women rejected this and left for another place. They saw the commonalities and not the differences between them and other cultures from around the world. Admittedly, it was Britain, which shared the same language and much of the same culture, but it was possibly something more general, perhaps even universal—Souliman at one point speaks of “transnational identity”—that these artists shared with their new homeland. However, these artists did not simply give up their “Australianness” or no longer regarded themselves as “Australian.” Rather, they understood themselves as not having to make any such choice. In her third chapter, Souliman looks at the artist and xixcritic Edith Fry, who in response to the nationalistic Exhibition of Australian Art put on by the Royal Academy in 1923, mounted a series of exhibitions entitled Australian Artists in Europe, exactly to demonstrate that Australian artists living in Europe counted. In her fourth chapter, she looks at the art dealer and curator Clarice Zander, who in 1933 brought the groundbreaking Exhibition of British Contemporary Art back to Australia, precisely in the belief that Australians living here could understand and appreciate modern art.

Of course, in doing so, Souliman disputes what Australian art is and was. To consider these Australian women expatriates as Australian is to contest that separate, isolated, distinctive “Australian” art that was being spoken of at the time. There were not just those Australian men painting landscapes, cattle stations, and retrograde versions of the Heidelberg School, but women in Britain painting bridges, suffragette banners, and sometimes even their own female partners. However, as Souliman makes clear, in a necessary act of art-historical modesty, but also against those who would accuse this of simply being an act of wilful rewriting, this is not merely, in fact not at all, a matter of some present-day “feminist” perspective retrospectively imposed on the past. On the contrary, as Souliman makes clear in her third and fourth chapters on Fry and Zander, Australian women at the time were entirely conscious of the alternative they constituted to the then-dominant narratives of Australian art. Indeed, in the cases of Fry and Zander, they were not only aware of the alternative they represented for any future account of Australian art, but they themselves wanted to write this new and expanded history of Australian art themselves: Fry by putting on a series of exhibitions of her fellow expatriate artists, and Zander by bringing back to Australia such artists as the Hobart-born Derwent Lees, who had been lost to Australian art insofar as they were now claimed by the British.

Souliman’s Australian Women, Art and the Interwar Years: Migration and Identity is a challenge not only to past and existing accounts of Australian art but also to past and existing accounts of British art. For, needless to say, British art history has reciprocally overlooked the contributions of innumerable other countries in its own attempts to construct a distinctively “British” art. Australian Women, Art and the Interwar Years: Migration and Identity is, among other things, also an important new account of British art, which we could easily imagine being complemented by a series of other studies taking up the women—and men—from many other countries living and working in Britain and making “British” art. In many ways, therefore, this book itself is something like an immigrant making its way into Britain and British art history. And like all good histories, Souliman’s is a history of the present, of how we got to where we are today. Undoubtedly, one of the most important and discussed exhibitions in Britain in 2025 is the Leigh Bowery retrospective, Leigh Bowery!, held at the Tate Modern. What other artist, except perhaps for the now declining Damien Hirst, has more profoundly continued that great “British” legacy of Francis Bacon and Lucien Freud? What other artist more xxconvincingly captured that moment of the 1980s and 1990s when British punk and new wave exerted considerable influence around the world? Well, Bowery was an Australian expatriate, and whether he was an Australian expatriate “woman” artist we will let the readers of this provocative and suggestive volume decide.

Finally, we would like to express our gratitude for the enthusiasm with which Taylor & Francis greeted the idea of a series of books by emerging scholars from Australia and New Zealand. We would particularly like to thank Lucie Bartonek and Nabila Khadija Ansari for their help and guidance throughout the long and sometimes arduous process of bringing a book to publication.

Rex Butler, Monash University, and Anthony White, The University of Melbourne.
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1
Introduction “The remoteness that pains us” Identity, women and artistic exchanges between Australia and Britain, 1919–1941

DOI: 10.4324/9781003426721-1



Every afternoon, away in far Australia, there comes over us all a half-past-two-in-the-afternoon feeling, an intolerable ennui, a sense of emptiness and discontent, a longing for something large and full that cannot be exhausted […]. It is our remoteness that pains us. We are so far, far off. Our veins run warm with English blood, and London calls, calls, and we are there, a whole world away. That is the meaning of the half-past-two-in-the-afternoon feeling. It is a sudden sense of our great distance from the full intellectual life of the old world, from music and art.

Louise Mack, An Australian Girl in London (T. Fisher Unwin, 1902), 240–1.



The feeling of being a whole world away from the Old World, while yearning to be part of it, was expressed recurrently in the Australian travel literature of the early twentieth century. What Louise Mack’s character Sylvia from her novel An Australian Girl in London expresses here is her desire to travel to Britain, or more specifically to London, which in the Australian imagination was romanticised as the heart of the Empire, but also as “Home.” Longing to travel to London, Sylvia also refers to the “remoteness that pains us,” a phrase that foreshadows the title of Geoffrey Blainey’s 1966 book, The Tyranny of Distance, which so resonated with Australians and has become a common catch-cry. The (in)famous notion of “the tyranny of distance” was used to describe how geographical distance, both within the Australian continent and from England and the rest of Europe, shaped Australia’s identity. While Mack’s novel was written at the turn of the twentieth century, the idea of embracing England as home endured throughout the interwar years.

During this period, approximately 20,000 Australians (including writers, intellectuals, and artists) travelled to England—a journey that took up to a month aboard the ships of the Orient Line—thus maintaining strong cultural ties with the then-considered “Mother Country.” Among them, many ambitious women migrated to London for a few years or indefinitely to advance their education or establish their careers. There, they found opportunities beyond those available to them in what feminist scholars have considered the masculinist culture of Australia.1 For these women, imperial connections 2between Australia and Britain allowed them to bypass some of the gendered constraints they faced in Australia. However, a lack of attention has been given to these women’s achievements, particularly their role as intermediaries in the Australian-British artistic connections. The study in this book aims at rediscovering women who, through their experience of migration to Britain, have contributed to shaping Australia’s cultural identity during the interwar years.

In the eyes of many Australian artists, both men and women, travelling to England was an essential pathway to extending their creativity and engaging with the British cultural histories of which they longed to be part. During their stay, they could connect with other artists, view works of art, and receive artistic training, which they deemed superior there. The idea that opportunities and great intellectual and artistic life were to be found in England was reinforced by the press and leading national art galleries in Australia, namely the Art Gallery of New South Wales in Sydney and the Art Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne, that built their international collections by predominantly acquiring works of art from England and advertising London as “the artistic centre of the world.”2 Paradoxically, artists who travelled to England—or overseas more generally—often received considerably less attention or became more recognised based on the works they had created in Australia. In other words, Australian expatriate artists were eclipsed from the narrative of Australian art history. In Identity, Community and Australian Artists, 1890–1914, Kate Robertson posits that the reason why expatriate artists were marginalised is because of the then-perceived imperative to establish a native school of art and the fact that their work did not fit “the parameters of a distinctly national subject and style.”3

After the First World War, pride in Australia’s fighting forces revived a nationalist sentiment that championed national imagery, making the recognition of an Australian school of art pervasive during the interwar period. Influential Australian art commentators, such as Sydney Ure Smith, Lionel Lindsay, Gother Mann, and James Stuart MacDonald, persistently supported paintings representing the Australian landscape painted by Australian artists residing in Australia. These images resonated with the style of the Heidelberg School, meaning masculinist, conservative, and unaffected by modernism. A number of scholars have suggested that, in the 1920s and 1930s, such an approach led to Australia’s cultural isolation and its subsequent delay in accepting modernism. John Williams, for instance, went on to describe interwar Australia as an isolated and inward-looking society and even characterised it as a “quarantined culture.”4

Nevertheless, the notion of “remoteness” is even more appropriate than this, not only as a geographical and temporal explanation for Australia’s cultural isolation but also as a metaphor for the marginalisation of women in a predominantly masculinist—“blokey”—Australian art scene. As artists, women often saw their work dismissed as decorative, commercial, and under-represented in national collections. Feminist scholars of Australian art 3history have reconsidered the work of women artists across various practices and how it fostered modern Australian art during the interwar years. During this period, women also received limited agency in cultural institutions that were predominantly governed by a gendered system. They were denied the opportunity to take part in the decision-making process of acquisitions for national art collections and to effectively be recognised as cultural agents in the Australian art scene. However, a number of women, such as Dora Meeson, Ethel Anderson, Edith May Fry, and Clarice Zander, to name just a few, cut against the grain and played a crucial role as intermediaries in the lasting British-Australian imperial connections. These women—artists, art patrons, commentators, and curators—moved between Australia and England, fostering a dual cultural interchange between the two countries. Just like their male counterparts, their migration forced them to negotiate their self-identity as colonial subjects in the centre of the Empire. Their experience enabled them to promote the work of expatriate artists living in Britain or Europe as a whole and to disseminate artistic ideals. It also positioned them to advocate a transnational perspective of Australian art. It is the stories, multifaceted roles, and achievements of these women that this study aims to bring into the limelight.

This book looks beyond the geographical distance of Australia from Britain. It suggests that the impression of “remoteness,” as described in the words of Louise Mack, concerns the women who were denied agency in defining Australia’s cultural identity during the interwar years. This study is limited to the intervention of women during the years directly following the end of the Great War and concludes in 1941—the year when Australia and New Zealand declared war on Japan and the Australian Army fully engaged in combat. It makes references to diverse literature across art history, sociology, and feminism. It particularly draws upon Rex Butler’s and A.D.S. Donaldson’s transnational art historical approach of UnAustralian art,5 which considers Australian art outside Australia’s geographical borders and proposes a broader and more inclusive definition of national art. It is important to acknowledge that this study focuses on European-Australian art and therefore does not engage in depth with discussions of First Nations art and culture. Additionally, in the 1920s and 1930s, the concept of Australian art shaped by the dominant settler-migrant culture largely overlooked the lived experiences and visual cultures of First Nations Australians.6 To some extent, the discussion in this book regarding late 1930s art and curatorial practices will highlight this problematic lack of recognition of First Nations cultures.

By looking at the circulation of art and ideas between Australia and Britain facilitated by women, this book demonstrates that some Australian artists were involved in both the British and Australian modern art scenes. It evidences how several women, as early as the 1920s and 1930s, called for a reconsideration of the parameters of the definition of Australian art, shedding light on the fact that Australian art should largely recognise the contribution of its artists overseas. Because one of the points of focus in this study is the migration of 4Australian women to Britain in an artistic context, the argument borrows from feminist approaches that seek to reclaim the presence of women in art history, as well as from feminist cultural studies, particularly in terms of discourses of travel and displacement.


Women, art and migration in Australian art history

In the 1970s, feminist scholars started questioning the writing of art history and why women had been given so slight a place within it. They argued that there was a set of obstacles structured in women’s lives that militated against their becoming successful artists. Linda Nochlin, in her 1971 essay “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?,” argued that social prejudice and institutional obstacles prevented women from achieving the training, acceptance, and status that had been historically accorded to men artists.7 The argument was further elaborated in 1979 by Germaine Greer in The Obstacle Race: The Fortune of Female Painters and Their Work and in 1981 by Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock in Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ideology.8 These studies provided a critique of the academic discipline of the history of art itself. From the 1980s onwards, Norma Broude, Mary Garrard, Griselda Pollock, and others have undertaken an excavation of the archives of art history in an effort to recover facts and information about women artists and re-write the history of art from which these women had been excluded. In Australia, the movement gained much energy and was led by Joan Kerr. Her seminal compendium Heritage, published in 1995, consists of a recovered history of women in the Australian visual arts, including the decorative arts, paintings, sculpture, and photography.9 Parallel to Kerr’s scholarship, exhibitions such as Completing the Picture in 1992 sought to recognise the role women artists played in shaping late nineteenth-century Australian art—the Heidelberg Era specifically—by foregrounding their contributions to interpreting the Australian landscape and, with it, the emergence of a national art.10 The reclaiming of women’s agency in Australian art history is still very much alive today. This can be exemplified by the National Gallery of Australia’s current Know My Name initiative, which addresses art historical gender bias to highlight the diversity and creativity of past and present women artists in Australia through exhibition programmes, events, creative collaborations, and publications.

Feminist art historiographies have more specifically reconsidered the work of women artists across various practices and how it fostered modern Australian art. In fact, in the early 1960s, Bernard Smith acknowledged women artists’ contributions during the interwar period. In Australian Painting, 1788–1960, he explained the prominence of women in the development of modernism in Australia:


It is revealing to find, when one looks at the record, how much liberal and progressive thought in the arts Australia owed during the 1920s to women. […] Indeed, the contribution of women to post-impressionism in Australia appears to have been corporately greater than that of men; 5and in individual achievement in every way comparable. This is unusual for women do not normally figure as prominently in the visual arts as do men. […] The reason for their unusually important contribution to Australian art during the twenties and early thirties is to be found probably in the occurrence of the First World War.11



Smith’s statement is problematic. By claiming that the importance of women artists during the period under study resulted from the “lost generation” of men artists who died during the war, it imputes women artists as being incapable of leadership. In other words, Smith’s explanation implies that, “in the normal course,” women would never have been able to introduce new aesthetic ideas and take part in the modern art movement in Australia. In fact, during the 1920s and 1930s, women were numerous in undertaking artistic careers, not only as painters but also as interior and graphic designers, commercial artists, window dressers, and photographers. Because their work was popular in magazines such as The Home, it contributed to the dismissal of art made by women as decorative and commercial. For instance, in 1923, the possibility of including the work of Australian artist Thea Proctor in an exhibition of Australian art to be sent to London was discussed, yet ultimately rejected as she was considered “OK for Home covers but not for art.”12 The work of women artists was thus openly rejected and dismissed as unrelated to the history of art in Australia at the time.

Janine Burke in Australian Women Artists 1840–1940, Mary Eagle in Australian Modern Painting Between the Wars 1914–1939, and Helen Topliss in Modernism and Feminism: Australian Women Artists 1900–1940 have provided a starting point in the claim for recognition of the work of these women artists in itself. Eagle has particularly outlined the connections between women, art, design, fashion, and commerce during the 1920s and 1930s.13 Topliss has elaborated on Burke’s insertion of women in Australian art history in relation to radical feminist practice and discussed modernism in Australia in relation to women artists and the context of women’s emancipation.14 These scholars have all stressed the issue of representing women’s modern art practice as marginal and decorative in Australia.

The reclaiming of women’s agency in the Australian artistic and cultural scenes has been extended in the past decade to the achievements of women who were curators, patrons, art writers, and art historians. Sheridan Palmer, in Centre of the Periphery: Three European Art Historians in Melbourne, provides an account of the influence of Ursula Hoff, the German (but British-born) art historian who emigrated to Melbourne in 1939 and was appointed Keeper of Prints by the National Gallery of Victoria in 1943 and later the Felton Bequest adviser based in London.15 Eileen Chanin and Steven Miller, in Awakening: Four Lives in Art, present biographical information on four women, including the art patron Louise Dyer, the publicist Clarice Zander, and the educator Mary Cecil Allen, highlighting their instrumental role in both Australia and overseas during the first decades of the twentieth century.16 More recently, Caroline Jordan and Diane Kirkby have highlighted Australian women’s 6leadership in promoting European modernism as curators, collectors, educators, and fundraisers in the context of the intervention of the Carnegie Corporation in Australia in the 1930s and 1940s.17 These studies have consolidated the presence of women in Australian art history and tapped into ideas relating to travel, cross-border movements, and migration. Australian Women, Art and the Interwar Years seeks to underline the role of women as key actors of cultural mobility and transnational networks and to show how their experience of migration allowed for a reappraisal of the formation of Australia’s artistic and, to a broader extent, national identity.

Recent works of art history scholarship have recognised the significance of the interplay between art and migration and acknowledged that “[t]ransnational artistic influences and the migration of artistic communities have long challenged national definitions of identity and heritage.”18 Lucy Wrapson et al. in Migrants: Art, Artists, Materials and Ideas Crossing Borders and Bénédicte Miyamoto and Marie Ruiz in Art and Migration: Revisioning the Borders of Community, for instance, have emphasised that migration studies act as powerful tools to understand how the worlds of art have historically operated on a transcultural system (involving migration for training and the reliance on transnational finances and commissions).19 It must be noted that in this book, the term migration is used to refer to a person’s move resulting in a temporary or permanent change of residence.20 While people often mistakenly associate migration with the condition of asylum seekers and refugees, and with negatively perceived ideas of fear of otherness and social unrest,21 it is here necessary to return to the originally neutral definition of the term. Arguably, migration can be considered synonymous with “travel.” Although linked to migration and cross-border experience, “travel” is more widely associated with leisure and tourism. The term “expatriation” also needs to be clarified for the present study. While initially more anchored in the idea of having left the homeland (the Latin patria refers to the native country or homeland) than that of movement, scholars have increasingly used “expatriation” to designate the migration of mobile professionals, migrant professionals, or highly skilled migrants.22 This term thus applies to the Australian migrants discussed in this book. “Cultural mobility” will also be used throughout to discuss “the flow of materials, artefacts, and techniques, through human mediation.”23

Historically, travel, migration, and cultural mobility have been the backbone and catalyst of artistic creation. The Grand Tour, which involved both men and women artists, is an early example of this. In Artists and Migration 1400–1850: Britain, Europe and Beyond, Kathrin Wagner discusses cases of migrant artists from the early modern period and presents an Artist-Migration-Model, which draws on Rudolf Heberle’s classification of types of migration.24 Wagner’s model draws attention to the distinction between “circular” or “one-way” (meaning temporary or permanent, respectively) migrations of artists. She also explains that


the periods before and after the actual act of migration are equally important to analyse. The most significant aspect of the pre-migrational 7phase is the motivation of artists to migrate, establishing whether it was a voluntary, half voluntary or coerced act.25



This model is particularly useful when considering the migration of Australian women artists, art writers, curators, and patrons, such as Dora Meeson, Ethel Anderson, Edith May Fry, and Clarice Zander. In the case of the women discussed in Australian Women, Art and the Interwar Years, their migration was either circular or one-way and half-voluntary. Their motivation to leave Australia was partly inspired by the wish to improve their artistic and professional careers and partly “pushed” by political, sociological, and cultural aspects.

Australian art historians have shed light on the fact that Australian women artists, just like their male counterparts, travelled to Europe to further their artistic experiences and subsequently played a significant role in the development of modern Australian art during the interwar period, but, interestingly, they have overlooked the various ways in which the experience of migration contributed to the construction of cultural identities. Ros Pesman in Duty Free: Australian Women Abroad and Angela Woollacott in To Try Her Fortune in London provide historical studies of Australian women abroad and more specifically in Britain, discussing the meaning of their migration in relation to notions of centre and periphery.26 These studies help understand women’s migration in a broader sense, tapping into questions relating to identity. For instance, Woollacott draws on postcolonial theories to investigate the meanings of whiteness, bringing to the fore the excitement of Australians who finally made it “Home” only to be shocked by their reception as “colonials,” forcing them to redefine their self-identity. An example of this is the case of the Australian actress Mary Marlowe, who set off to London in the 1910s to try her luck looking for career opportunities in the Mother Country. In her 1917 novel Kangaroos in King’s Land, she recounts her experiences as an expatriate through Judy Mason, her fictional alter ego. In a conversation with an Englishman, Judy confronts the issue of self-definition:


I was brought up to think myself an Englishwoman, we all are, you know, but you soon put me in my place when I came over here.

Really? How do you mean?

Oh! I am a ‘foreigner’ or ‘from abroad’, or ‘not English’. So now I claim a title of my own. If I am not English I must be something, so obviously I am an Australian.

Might I not mistake that for an aboriginal?

I think not. When you speak of Americans, you don’t mean Red Indians.27



In the eyes of the English nationals, although she was raised thinking of herself as an Englishwoman, Judy is considered a colonial. Refusing this label, she is presented with a conundrum and must now define her Australianness. In fact, Judy’s situation epitomises the dilemma that Anglo-Celtic Australians faced 8throughout the interwar years when they found themselves having to define their cultural identity, or more specifically, negotiate what it meant to be Australian in relation to Britain or Britishness.

In this book, the terms “Britishness” and “Britain” are deliberately chosen over “Englishness” and “England” to denote a broader and more inclusive construct of national identity. This study goes beyond examining the contributions of English artists, as it includes the work of artists of Irish, Welsh, and Scottish descent, all integral to the historical constructs of the British Empire and British Commonwealth. Referring to “Britain” and “British art” also emphasises the relationship between artistic expression and imperial dynamics, as Tim Barringer et al. argued in Art and the British Empire.28 The negotiation of identity experienced by these Australian expatriates in Britain directly relates to the understanding of the nation, which Benedict Anderson, in his oft-cited discussion of “imagined communities,” defines as being “imagined as limited […] [with] finite, if elastic, boundaries, beyond which lie other nations.”29 The experience of migration of the women (and men) in this book is considered in relation to the way they have questioned their self-identity and cultural identity as subjects of the British Empire.

To this end, Australian Women, Art and the Interwar Years draws on the feminist discourse of displacement to show that distance from the homeland, or geographical relocation, provides a better vantage point for artistic and cultural criticism than centrality and stability. Caren Kaplan and Janet Wolff have taken up Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s term of “deterritorialization” to suggest that displacement (such as exile, travel, or relocation through migration) has enabled women writers to negotiate their identity in relation to home and their new location in a new way.30 Wolff particularly stresses the positive impact of displacement:


Displacement (deterritorialization) can be quite strikingly productive. First the marginalisation entailed in forms of migration can generate new perceptions of place and, in some cases, of the relationship between places. Second, the same dislocation can also facilitate personal transformation, which may take the form of ‘rewriting’ the self, discarding the lifelong habits and practices of a constraining social education and discovering new forms of self-expression.31



This approach is useful when considering the experience of Australian women in Europe and expatriate artists in general. Not only did the experience of migration for these women working in the art world allow them to redefine their self-identity, but it also provided them with new perceptions of place and opportunities to challenge the dividing lines that were then imposed on the definition of Australian art—a definition that depended on masculinist ideas and institutions governed by a patriarchal system.

By examining the relationships between art, women’s migration, and national identity, Australian Women, Art and the Interwar Years adopts a 9transnational theoretical framework. Transnationalism, in the words of Nina Glick Schiller and Peggy Levitt, acknowledges the crossing of borders and “the ongoing interconnection and flow of people, ideas, objects, and capital across the borders of nation-states.”32 It allows for a multidisciplinary approach to the experience of “transmigrants”—a term used to refer to migrants “whose daily lives depend on multiple and constant interconnections across international borders and whose public identities are configured in relationship to more than one nation-state.”33 In other words, this approach posits that migrants live their lives in between two or more nations and respond to their respective constraints.
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