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In Memoriam

Godfrey Miller

Alan McCulloch

One day, carly in 1958, 1 met Godfrey Millér in 8 Melbourne
leashop; he had armived from Sydney about an hour previously
and wanted to talk abowl some drawings — his own drawings
raturally. He ordered tea and plain cake and when 1t came
reduced the cake to crumbs with u fork, aked them into o nest
mound in the middle of the plate and ate them with a teaspoon

1 am not presenting this mcsdent te demonstrate Godirey's
well-known eccentricity; he talked throughout with an absent-
minded awr and | am sure was completely unaware of any
sirangeness in the way be ate the cake

The ncident impressed me because il seemmed symbolic of
Goslirey™s whole outlook, his entire attitude 1owards art and
life; everything nooded first 10 be reduced 10 separate urils
before a new synthesis could be effected; analysis of matter
had to be carefully detailed.

"Miller " The Sydiney Movming Herald crive, Paul Haefliger, had
once saxd in answer 1o a question. “Yes, Miller's one of the few
real painters. But Lord! What a tortuous technigue
Hacfliger's sssessments had » notable reputation for acowracy.
But was “tortuous’ really the word 1o descnibe (hat wonderful
complexity of minute squares and rectangles, that taut, niysier-
wous labyninth of precise linear structure?

The word ‘technigue’ never came into Miller’s calculations;
whenever he transferred those tiny filaments of black from the
dark areas of the compositions mto the light 10 wiect the pale
vindians, omnges and ultramarines with that charscieristic,
Jewek-like sparkle, was he notl transferting, n his heart, the
under-privileged from the darkness of some Indisn village to
the more hygiemc hght of the West i honour of a Utopdan,
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universal imcgration such as he often dreamed about ? | believe
#0. As he sald in & leter:

Incir @5 the great sowrce of Wisdom (the' she could wever put it
ot ) and is o be elevorted

Anyway he was certamnly not thinking of techmique

Hal Missingham introduced me to Miller (n 1952 be lived then
i what 1 took to be the former premises of a ship's chandler
near Circular Quay. He was dressed in white duck trousers and
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OPFREY MILLER UNITY IN BLLE
JU 0 T
sllesiame Art Gallery o' N1'W

sanishoes and be intoned about the pamtings whuch he had
hown us after much penuasion, in sofl, almost whispered
scoenis 50 that we had ithe mpression of lstening not so ek
t an artist talking about his work as 10 2 penitent making bis

confanibons]

From the moment of that first meeting be became my mosi
cgular and relenticws covrospondent. In the course of owr
growing acquaintance | invited him 10 come and oy with us
if ever he was down south In Melbowne and felt ke it and

one day 10 my surprse be arrived

He had his pyjomas on undernesth his clothes and carned a

heavy suitcase which, it trafspired, contained a small pamting
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of 4 madonna, the madonna wius placed on the lving-room
manilepiece and every night, siting before the fire, we would

lalk about i

Afler two days my wife and small daughter had both fallen @

love with Godfrey . my wife wanted badly 10 buy the madonns

but we did not have the money 10 offer and in any case bhe
himself, wus s0 enraprured by the picture that we did not feel
it would have been right to sk ham to part with it
It was rather like having Fra Angelico in the house
He had brought the madonna partly because he wanted 1o ook
at it and partly as a safety measure, rtwo or theee wmnilar madon-

nas having been stolen from him, as he told us, along with
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several pieces of copper guttering which he had personally
imstalled on the roof of his newly scquired bouse st Padding-
ton. T did not know then that he had the habit of panting ore
pecture on top of another, or rather continuing with a second
version, then a third, on the same piece of canvas on which the
first version of the subject had already been completed,

He loved walking among the pines which cover the few scres
of land surrounding our house
secretive fellows and dor't reveal the influence spring has on them,
and getting into the long, green grasses for & fow strokes with
a sharp scythe

that bert and crooked instrument whose cut can be gauged from
the sound | . .

In 1957 he planned & tnp abroad.

I have an idea of making a brevk and going over to Pariz — get-
ting & run fn while [ con . . _ I am having a futter, I will fiy, leav-
g Sepe. 190h.

Nearly six Ietteriess woeks passed before 1 heard of the disaster
which had caused this silence. The letier was written on Novem-
ber 11th, from the American hospital st Newlly, Pans.

Where are yowr scouts? | eame to Parts, end Sept. On abowt
Ist Oct. I was knocked down by some motor vehicle. Uncons
scious and they put me in o public canwlty ward la levter from
the Fremch eritic, Woldemar George, eventually enabled the
police ro troce his commections and identify him). Somekow, after
Sour days when nothing was done, my friends pot we owt. | went
to the above. Fever hod come ond I had a dreadful struggle for
nty life . . . six long weeks unable fo wove from my back. I have

Then later:

So you like the French? Did you ever put your head in a public
hospital casualty ward? Did you ever listen to Paris television”
Did you ever see 'Cack’? . . . I am sorry for them over their
soctal services. So often they have tried fa clean them wp. Conr
mitrees stort with someone giving o lomg speech, long speech,
long speech. And it ends with things understafied by kind, well-
meaning persons; no money, no orgamization, "Cock’ is o form of
boxmg-wrestling where you con kick your oppoment, kick him
ariywhere. | was shocked 1o see on television worderfil childvens’
drowings excluded and prize (given 1o drowing) of elephant like
your see in India on & cigarette case. All the some theve is a wealth
of things here if only you are young.

Godirey saw the Paris of 1957 from a hospital bed, but it was
astonishing how much he saw; again he was gathenng the
scattered units - casualty ward, charity workers, hospatal staff,
television snippets - and the synthesis of impressions appearcd
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in his letters, Back in Sydney in 1958 he took up the threads of
& project which he had already mentioned in the fascinating
context of that tireless correspondence.

Speaking hypothetically, specking in the world of sggestion, for
the moment only - what would you say if I lmenched a plan to
come 1o Melbourne with seven paintings; fouwr being lorge, three
simull, putting soy four up for sale? . . .

1 gave careful thought to this ides, then approached the director
of the National Gallery of Victoria, Why should not one of the
finest painters in Australia, having never previously recoived
any official recognition, why should he not be given the honous
of a full-scale, retrospective exhibition at the National Gallery?
The director put the suggestion 1o the trustees who, surprisingly
enough since this had not happened 1o a living artist since
Rupert Bunmy, accepted the recommendation , Leonard French,
not long appointed exhibitions officer at the gallery, was enthu-
smstic Godfrey's resporse mixed caution with justifiable
pride - it wes good, but it was bis doe.

A lot of goodwill, faith and firm belief went mto the implement-
ation of the exhibition, but as time proved there were organiz-
ational hazards that nobody could have antcipated.

When finally it was mounted the exhibation more than justified
expeciations, a splendid testimony to an artist’s dedicated work
ard beliefs.

Godfrey however did not sec it in this light, the organizaton
had not satisfied his expectations end his letters contained
some sharp rebukes.

The letters continued however, after & brief lapse, with undien-

In the course of our ten years or more of comespondence
Godfrey, who was born in Wellington, New Zealand, gave as
his birth date three different times: 1891, 93 and '95. Hs
letters stated what be thought of biography:

The weid . . biograpky isn't much of a one s it? | suppose the
great item in anvthing of @ mon's make-up, is why does he acoept
certain things, statements, analogies, why acvept them nol now
but then, or accept thea now under certgin circmmstanves, but
not then @ few winutes loter — or why accept them ar oll? So -
thus we step through the world of creative men. Sometimes fak-
ing, as I say, on analogy, sometimes refuxing it. To get at this
strange thing in a man we go in for a lot of things and we call it
@ biography - we ask how old, how racial he is . . .

Without consulting the New Zealand archives I would say that
Godfrey was born probably in 1891, which sculd make him
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seventy-iwo or seventy-three when he died ol Paddington (10th
May 1964).

He was wounded at Gallipoh dunng World War 1, studied at
the Slade under Tonks and travelled in the Meditermnean
countries and the Far East before setthing in Australia, War-
randyte, Victora, was his home before be moved to Sydney,

1 have never met a man whose work was so completely tnte-
grated with his persormlity; for that reason it would be guite
useless for another painter to imitate hie paimting, as several
have iried 1o do. They might produce a replica which was even
an improvement, technically speaking, of the onginal, but with-
out the motive power - the philosophy ~ the work would be
mesningless.

One of the strangest pieces of recognition Godfrey recerved was
the book of forty deawings published by Edwards and Shaw
(Sydney, 1962) wath an und ding fi d by Jobn
Henshaw.

The drawings were so shight in some cases as 10 barely do more
than caress the paper; one felt that a breath of asc pught well
blow them from the pages. Yet suddenly, here and there, a
dimax occurred, so that & particular, fugitive skech would
have the quality of a tenwe exclamation; even without Know-
ledge of the arist i was possible to sense the reservoir of un-
tapped power of which they were so brefly expressive a part . . .

What of the paintings? How did Godfrey arrive at the conclu-
sions which prompted his extremely complex style oc manner ?
This passage from one of the letters explains the more simple
aspects:
1 am loimching this lnle plan of approach. Period (1) The wark-
irg tn snomochrome. Period (2) The coming of colour. 13) The
aceent on drowing o, as Professor Tomks would call it, the
science of drawing, plus the entr into modelling and matters
of the third dimension as plan third dinvension, These threv
Searures seem 1o me the wost important in what 1 have done. The
i - rather pitifully determived - 1o bwid ond create in
sepia cevtainly gave the germ or setting for laver imports . . .
The elementary features of that way of workmg cowld prodece
Clawde Lorraine and Tirmer's carly work — simplicity, dignity,
power amd light. The second period -~ the coming of colowr
could be called the awful one. For o time it destroved. by riffiing
the expressions in the thythms, the creative work of the sepia.
But it brosght o mew power. But is i1, 1 still ask, allied to and
incorporated in tone? Or is {1 st against and aatagomistic fo
tone® The third, the science of drawing, grew out of the need
which, ax | sugpest, appeored to have hing mare tangibi
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But the crux of the mater is that, having equipped himself
with a vocabulary in this manner, Godfrey expressed in his
paintings everything he observed and thought and reasoned
about the visible world, whether the vehicle for such expres.
sion was a nude, sull-ife, or a wiptych of trees from the
Australian bush for which he had an overwhelming passson.

Public recogrition of Godfrey's pamting extended over 3 max-
Imum peniod of about twelve years; little is known of his twenty
years or more of solitude. He never forgot a remark made 10
him by Leonard Frerch scon after they met. it recalled 1
believe those twenty years and he quoted it twice in letlers to
e

If you're @ paimter you have to accept the foct that vou'rr also &
prisover.

Godfrey's life's work comprised perhaps fifty or sixty pasntings
besides numerous drawings. Once he attained recognition the
paintings were eagerly sought; Godfrey who had worked on
most of them for several years loved the idea of getung high
prices but hated to relinguish possession of objects that repre-
senited his heart's blood.

Nevertheless some did find their way into State gallenes, & few
nto peivate hands, and one was acquired for the Tate Gallery,
London, at the tine of the Whitechapel show of Australian
painting, 1961 From the moment of that fame-making pur-
chase, Godfrey scurmed the papers and other sources for news
about the Tate. Pleased at first his stitude underwent a gradual
metamorphosis.

The last letter he cver wrote 1o me (J0th March 1964) conchaded
with this passage -

The Tare has gone Beotle: we artist would wry 1o get imto it
Above and bevoud this - on auother plane altogether - | would
put my remark - the lewt decode, the period we hove bved, is the
greatest - ond | would solemndy say it were it my last breath, my
lasy blood rherein 1o write it - the greatest decade of all hiveory.
1 dow't just mean history of ws but history of oll the world. And
we woulkda't see .

And the future of Austrabian painting?

The fashions of painting were anathema 10 him; he was full
of apprebenmon about therr effects on the young.

A footnote added to one of his ketlers concerning a Change in
his signature (the dowrstroke of the letter “y" i Godirey)
might well be quoted as a note of advice 10 young painters

My mew signing . . . the o he of the "v'. The furrmess
thereof means. come on you fellows, mone of your wnknowe

and ceuciol in the aixtire of fone colowr existence . . .
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Be fun. Come oul into the open and let me know
rcientifically where vou will be,

105

https://archive.artandaustralia.com/artand-australia/vol-2-no-2-winter-1964/flipbook/22/

6/6



