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Masterpieces through discerning eyes

A living treasure takes a meaningful tour of
some of the world’s great collections.

Review by Cathy Peake

former director of the
National Gallery of Australia

and a highly regarded figure
in the art world, Betty Churcher
hardly needsan introduction.
Nonetheless, herbriefand
anecdotalintroduction to Note-
books provides many biographical
facts and insights of which the
general reader may be unaware.

Asachild in Brisbane, Churcher
claims herfeelings ofinadequacy
weremitigated by herability to
draw. Drawing was her way of
“creatingorderinaconfusing
world”. When Churcher was seven
or eight years old, her parents took
hertothe Queensland Art Gallery,
where she discovered that standing
“before the presence of alarge
paintingwas amagical experience”.
She continues: “T'msure thatmy
enthusiasm forspecial exhibitions
when Iwas an art gallery director
had alot to do with that first
encounterwithart.”

Shewon ascholarship to travel to
London to study artand emerged
from the Royal College of Art
married to the artist Roy Churcher -
thenastudentatSlade —with a first-
class pass, the drawing prize and the
travelling scholarship.

Some time later, the Churchers
returned to Australia and a different
life altogether. Churcher had four

sonsin quicksuccession and, with
noregrets, she stopped painting,
doubtingwhether she had theintel-
lectual energy and commitment to
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take the longand solitaryroad from
britliant student to artist.
She started tertiary teaching at
10 and soon undertook amaster’s
degree at the Courtautd Institute at
the University of London, her thesis
beingthat “Alfred Barr’s exhibition
policy at the Museum of Modern Art
hadinfluenced the emergingschool
ofabstract expressionist paintersin
New York”. In her mid-50s, with no
experience of workingin art
museums, she was successfutly
headhunted for the directorship of
the Art Gallery of Western Australia.
Like asecular Sister Wendy, Betty
Churcheralso wrote and presented
the popularABC TV series Take Five
and Hidden Treasures. Her tele-
vision appearances were those of
someone athome with herselfand
passionate about the works she was
exploring and itis no surprisc Note-
books shares this serenity and
thoughtfulvigour. Composed as a
succession of vignettes, her chief
emphasisis on the emotive values of
particular works and the visual evid-
ence ofdecisionsand adjustments
theartist has made to thatend.
Churcherisalso at pains to
demythologise the subjects ofher
chosen pictures and the circum-
stances in which they were painted.
Butthereisapoignantbackstory
to the evolution of Notebooks.
Churcherhadlostsightinher right
eye due tomelanomaand was at risk
oflosingsightin herleftone from
macular degeneration. Sensing the

world of painting that had sustained
her lorsolong mightdraw toaclose,
shedecided torevisither favourite
works and commit them to memory
through her own sketches.

Unable towork from reproduc-
tions, she embarked onatourto
some of the great collections of
Burope and the Metropolitan in
New York and the generously illus-
trated Notebooks records that jour-
ney, both with pencilled notesand
drawings (and some olderworks in
biro) sittingside by side with colour
platesof the originals.

ITeraffection for these works is
infectious. She makes us pause, she
wantstoencourage “inquisitive
looking” as opposed to a “broad
scan” of pictures for theirsubject
matler. Her insistence on details
suchastheman’s hatin the rowing
boatin Gustave Courbet’s Young
Ladies on the Banks of the Seine,
1856-57, means the readerisled
again and again to the colour plates
as she promptsus to enter the world
depicted and engage more deeply
withitsnarrative.

Terinterestinhow the great
collections of Europe and the US
were put togetherisevident, asis the
influence these works have exerted.

Vermeer, Cezanne, Rembrandt,
Goya, Manet, Velazquez, Courbet,
Jeffrey Smart, Trancis Bacon and
Arthur Boyd are just some of the
artists discussed in this generous
and emincentlyreadable book.
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