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Art and Social Commitment: An End to the City 
of Dreams, 1931-1948. Curator: Charles 
Merewether. Queensland Art Gallery to 28 AJ?ril 
1985. Previously on show in Sydney, Adelaide 
and Melbourne from September 1984. Catalogue 
published by Art Gallery of New South Wales, 
176 pages,$ 
Reviewed by John Warnock. 

Number 109 in the catalo~ue to this exhibition 
depicts a demonstration m a street of terrace 
houses near the wharves. An orderly crowd of 
men and women marches to the pedimented 
pillars of a rich man's gate. Their leaders ca_rry 
placards proclaiming resistance to oppression 
and the promotion of world_ peace. But th~y are 
stopped at the gate and policemen are trymg to 
confiscate a placard; another two policemen are 
using force to arrest a man; and xet anot~er 
policeman is harassing a woman who 1s attend mg 
an old man who has collapsed. The Pl!-!tocrat, 
seated in a wheelchair pushed by a umfo~ed 
servant, holds aloft a little flag with a pound sign 
on it, and receives the homage of a scholar,. a 
priest and a judge, who grovel on the ground m 
front of his chair. Meanwhile, just on the other 
side of the wall separating the garden from the 
street, a privileged young woman is lying on the 
grass reading a book, unconcerned about the 
struggle so near to her. She is obviously 
Irresponsible. 

In this charming oil-on-canvas tract, called 
Street Demonstration and painted by Harry 
Macdonald in I 945 / 46, the necessity of individual 
commitment to political action is se! forth 
uncompromisingly; it invites us to take ~ides. 

This exhibition acknowledges the senousness 
of the issue but does not take sides. Charles 
Merewether provides an ardently _committed 
introduction to the catalogue, but 1t becomes 
significant that the te~ 1:1sed in the !itle is :social 
commitment', not 'political con:in:i(tment. 1:"he 
debate about the social respons1b11ity of artists 
was an important one in the years of the 
Depression and the Second World War: there 
was an interest in considering how an artist's 
concern about Australian society could be 
translated into action for the building of a new 
society. The catalogue notes appear t? interpr:et 
the artists' 'social commitment' as thelf commit
ment to art, to the imaging ?f the human 
condition in their day. It n:ay md~ed be c_on
sidered that the creat10n of images 1s the pnme 
duty of an artist, but this endeavour may or may 
not be a commitment to 'society', to the workmg 
class. An image is not an idea, o'. a progra~, or a 
political movement; so a commitment to image-
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making begs the whole question of the relevance 
of art to social struggle. 

The images are many and powerful and the 
recurring motif is the human form 'bent' to 
express the artists' sense of alienation and horror. 
The techniques commonly used are those of 
fragmentation, di?tortion and exaggera~i~~- T,o 
judge by the reaction of n:iany of the exh1b1t101: s 
visitors it still seems to be important to emphasise 
that this distortion was deliberate. It wasn't that 
these artists couldn't draw well. They could. 
Tucker for instance, was a much better draughts
person 'than some of the Realists. 

Jack Maughan's Man (1931), a pen and ink 
drawing of a working man, hangs ~lo_ngside his 
satire of Civilisation (1931 ), a depiction of the 
morning rush to work in the fact?ries: the 
workers, all with bent backs, trudge m orderly 
files to the doors of forbiddingly tall buildings 
behind which rise even taller chimneys belching 
orderly streams of smoke. ':N orkers and buildi_ngs 
and chimneys are generalised, but the Man 1s a 
particular man. These two pictures illustrate two 
approaches to social comment in art: satire and 
realism. The spectator can see, as he or she goes 
round the exhibition, even in the works of the 
Realists, that the individual bodies begin to 
express their suffering _ii: way~ that resemble 
those in the more satmcal pictures such as 
Tucker's Tram Stop, Image of Modern Evil 26 
(1945/46). In Counihan's At the Meeting 19~2 
( 1944) the light catches and flattens the planes m 
the coarse faces; and in his At the Start of the 
March 1932(1944) the bodies droop and resemble 
rounded heavy sacks. . . . . 

The curator sees in the Social-Realist pamtmgs 
and their evident sympathy with the oppressed an 
expression of hope f<?r the fo:mation in the.future 
of a just commumty. (His reference m the 
catalogue to 'recovering' a community is a little 
puzzling, though: for most ?f us, there nev~r was 
a community.) It was a po1.nt_often mad~ m the. 
debate on the Left in the thirt1es and forties that 

Top left: Detail from Tram 
Stop, Image of Modern Evil 
'lt.26, 1945/46, Albert 1;ucker. 
Bottom left: Detail from 
Exodus from a Bombed City, 
1942, John Percival. Right: 
Portrait of a 1'"1an, 1931, Jack 
Maughan. 

Left: The Cable Layers, I 946, 
Roderick Shaw. 

socially-responsible artists should produce hope
ful paintings, that artists should be good citizens. 
This was especially emphasised during the War. 
Sometimes, as a result, workers (almost exclus
ively men) were idealised, even to the point of 
eroticism in works such as Roderick Shaw's The 
Cable Layers ( I 946). In works b:_i Do bell and 
Dalgarno, too, working men on th: job were a 
little romanticised. 

To paint ordinary people at work (\f suffering 
under their oppression is one way in which artists 
might express their solidarity with the working 
class struggle. Another might be to e:>.press a 
protest against oppression and war, a. John 
Perceval did in Exodus From a Bombed Citv 
( 1942). This, for me, is one of the most mwin.g 
and dramatic pictures in the exhibition: tht sad 
and harrowed people stream out of the wredced 
city, leaving the dead behind to be ravaged by nts 
red in tooth and claw. The horizon is almost OLa 
diagonal so that the world itself appears to b-; 
atilt, off its axis. The picture was first exhibited in 
the Anti-Fascist Exhibition in Melbourne in 
1942, an exhibition to which many artists of 
different temperaments and aims submitted 
works. The war, as Bernard Smith said in a recent 
radio interview, caused many artists to think in 
political terms. even when they rejected actual 
political involvement. 

Albert Tucker's The Possessed ( 1942) is another 
of the pictures that appeared in the Anti-Fascist 
Exhibition, although its creator was uneasy about 
participating as an artist in an event organised for 
a political purpose. He admitted this some years 
later: 
At this time I was in a state of confusion about 
responsibility, social issues, ... and the obligations of a 
painter. It was shortly after this that I came to the 
realisation that art has its own forms, structures and 
principles and, for me, a greater validity than politics. 

In the Forties, Tucker's private feelings of horror 
and the feelings of the public about Fascism and 
the War coincided. It was possible to read 1he 

Possessed as both an expression of horror at 
Fascism or War, and also as a visualisation of 
current ideas about political or social oppression 
and their effects on the individual mind. 

The potential gap between social concern and 
the expression of individual emotion can be 
perceived as already realised in the work of John 
Perceval. To pass from his Exodus from a 
Bombed City to his Survival, also J?ainted in 1942 
and exhibited at the Anti-Fascist show, is a 
terrible and confusing experience. At one moment 
we are looking at an emotional depiction of an 
objectively awful event; at the next, we are seeing 
in the hideous grimaces of the figures a cynical 
der.iction of the relationship between mother and 
child, a horror of life itself. 

Such painting is not politically helpful to the 
working class. Charles Merewether points out 
that this horror and fragmentation is what 
survived the immediate concerns of the war 
years. This, and a commitment to art. This was 
expressed by Tucker, also; 'Being an artist is 
something that you have to do, a private 
compulsion . 
eqmvalent of a state of consciousness'. Tucker 
welcomed Viktor Lowenfeld's description of how, 
for the 'haptic' artist, ' ... the importance of the 
environment diminishes and experience is inore 
and more confined to the processes that go on in 
the body as a whole . . . and their various 
emotional effects'. Charles Merewether quotes 
this passage in the introduction to the catalogue 
but does not ~o on to show, as Humphrey 
McQueen does m his The Black Swan o.fTrespass, 
how reactionary this Idealist belief is. 

I don't know who would blame him for 
stepping around this thorny thicket; after all, Mr 
McQueen demonstrates the inadequacy of the 
Communist Party's response in the forties. Mr 
Merewether's solution to the problem is an 
elegant one: he offers this selection of pictures as 
'a mutually dependent but impossible dialogue of 
differences'. The exhibition attempts to present 
the dialogue between the pictures made in belief 
(Realist/Social-Realist) and those made in des
pair (Surrealist/ Expressionist), and to demon
strate that they have in common a compassionate 
'vision of the individual body bearing the marks 
of violence or denial'. 

To let the pictures speak for themselves does 
not dispose of the problem of the involvement or 
detachment of artists from the struggle for 
equality, but it does free us to consider the 
problem in our own time informed by the 
experience of the past. The exhibition presents 
the works of those Australian artists who tried to 
tepict 'the heart of the modern condition as the 
e(perience of individual loss, of alienation, and 
fncgmentation', and shows us that they were the 
he1i;, to an understanding of the individual in 
SOG,nty informed by Baudelaire, the Symbolist 
paim~rs and Freud. However, since the forties 
our utderstanding of the mind and of the self and 
of socr:ty has increased - we are developing a 
more h~Iistic appreciation of the individual in 
society, ~ne that might more successfully sustain 
the strugtie to achieve a common culture. This 
exhibitionoffers workers in that struggle, espec
ially middk-aged ones, support in our perennial 
problem of tow to relate social involvement and 
mdi"'.idu~l g10wth; when to join the demon
stration m the,treet and when to retire quietly to 
the garden witl a good book. 

John Warnock ism ABC writer and actor living in 
Sydney. 
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Books 
The Politics of Agent Orange: The 
Au~tralian experience by Jock McCulloch, 
Hememann, 1984, 252 pages, $14.95 (soft 
cover). 

Reviewed by Phil Shannon 

US ingenuity reached new lows in the 
sixties. Ecological devastation was prac
tised on Vietnam as the USA attempted to 
'alter the landscape of a country for political 
ends' through a massive defoliation and 
crop destruction campaign, as Jock McCul
loch discusses in The Politics of Agent 
Orange. 

Agent Orange was one of the chemicals 
used in Operation Ranch Hand, a ten-year 
$120 million program to denude cover and 
denv food for the South Vietnamese 
guerrilla resistance (the National Liber
ation Front) and to force one in three 
South Vietnamese peasants to flee to 
hamlets and cities under the control of the 
USA ('fleeing Communism' we were duti
fully told by our Free Press). 

Twelve months spraying could destroy 
'enough food to feed 600 000 people for a 
year' boasted the generals. One helicopter 
could destroy an acre of rice in five seconds. 

There were problems, however, with this 
'high-technology answer to the politics of 
national liberation'. Peasant deaths, can
cers, birth abnormalities and spontaneous 
abortions failed to win their hearts and 
minds. Animals died and agriculture was 
ruined - the 'friendly crops' of poor 
Vietnamese that were destroyed along with 
the 'hostile' Communist crops, were not 
compensated for ( unlike Michelin's ruined 
rubber plantations). The campaign failed 
militarily(as the NLF increased its support) 
and under the pressure of the domestic 
anti-war movement. 

Vietnam, however, still bleeds from its 
chemical wounds. Not that that worries the 
USA or its 'branch office' in Canberra, but 
because white soldiers also suffered from 
the chemicals, a real threat was posed to 
powerful poht1cal, bureaucratic and corp 
orate interests. The sick and dying veterars 
threaten to undermine the legitimacy aid 
super-profits of the chemical indwcry 
( chemical sales in the OECD alone am,unt 
to over $300 billion per annum). In "ust
ralia, the conservative hegemony ,f the 
Returned Services League (RSL), f;rmers, 
the right-wing parties, the Departnent of 
Veterans' Affairs and the US aliance is 
threatened. The 'range of casua!tes' of the 
Agent Orange issue is vast. No crude 
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conspiracy but an 'involuntary collusion of 
sorts' has united these vested interests 
against the veterans. 

In this fight, however, McCulloch 
weakens the veterans' case a little by 
c_hamp10nmg their cause ton uncritically at 
tunes. He presents the veterans in the 
glossy myth of the noble Digger. He denies 
that the Australians could have committed 
any war atrocities. His distaste for the 
'indignity' of such 'dark' charges flies in the 
ugly face of the historical facts about the 
crimes, the rape etc of ,1ll aggressive wars. 
H 1s concern for truth and justice, for the 
veterans, wobbles when he asserts that the 
My Lai massacre was within the bounds of 
'.war ethics' and 'does not prove US 
involvement in Viemam was criminal'! 

McCulloch does recognise, however, that 
the veterans are crrnservative. They believe 
that Vietnam was a good cause and do not 
oppose the wider abuses of chemicals used 
in agriculture, Their only political differ
~nce with the RSL is over compensation 
for exposureto chemicals in Vietnam. The 
veterans ca• thus be bought off (as in the 
successful <'Ut-of-court settlement by Dow 
Chemical~ in the USA without pressing 
home th; wider political questions of 
capitalisn, chemicals and war. 

Over.ill, with a rigorous analysis of the 
eviden.:e and an awareness of the politicised 
natu1:: · of scientific research, McCulloch 
mak:s a strong case for the veterans. Yet if 
the veterans ('our boys') face tough ob
sta.::les, then how much more so do the 
V.etnamese people in their search for justice 
end compensation, having to confront 
Western racism (soured by Geoffrey-the
tyranny-of-dim-sims-Blainey) and anti-
communism as well. I would like to think 
that the veterans' case, so grippingly and 
fluently told by McCulloch, may yet help 
~s to repay our debt to Vietnam. It is high 
time that we started fixing up this Third 
World debt, not the one owed by poor 
countries to the Western banks, but the 
one owed by Western imperialism to the 
poor countries for the military, social, 
economic (and chemical) suffering we have 
inflicted upon them. 

Phil Shannon is a puhlic serva/ll in Canherra 
anti a memher of" the Communisl Panr of" 
Auslralia. · · · 

Overpowering Tasmania: a briefing paper 
on power supply and demand by Bob 
Burton, The Wilderness Society, Hobart, 
December 1984, 46 pages, $3. 

Reviewed by Ann Lowder 

The Tasmanian Hydro-Electric Commis
sion's single minded determination to build 
more and more power stations led to its 
attempt to dam the Franklin, one of 
Australia's last wild rivers. The defeat of 
that attempt hasn't caused the HEC to 
reassess its course, according to the 
Research Officer of the Wilderness Society, 
Bob Burton. In Ove17Joll'ering Tasmania 
he argues that the HEC's forecasts of 
future power demand are wildly inaccurate 
and that the state government's mis
management of power developments would 
lead to higher power charges and will 
ultimately cost many jobs. 

There is, he says, a sizeable power 
surplus, which will grow in the next few 
years with the completion of the Pieman 
Scheme. The surplus will persist into the 
next decade if the projected King, Henty 
Anthony and thermal power stations are 
completed. 

The inevitable consequences of Premier Robin 
Gray's policy will be massive subsidies being 
offered to energy intensive industries irrespective 
of the numbers of jobs created, in a desperate 
attempt to soak up surplus power. 

The rep<::rt provides a detailed critique 
of _the pohcy of hydro-industrialisation 
wh1cl! he argues is not only no longer 
working but is distorting the direction of 
the state's economy. He argues that the 
early s_uccess of the policy in facilitating the 
estabhshment of Comalco, Temco, Elec
trona Carbide, EZ and APPM also had its 
limitations. 

In recent years the ability of hydro-indus
trialisation to create jobs has faded as the 
national and international economies have 
undergone major transformations and the 
ability of the HEC to produce power 
cheaper than available elsewhere has 
declined markedly. Despite the decline in 
competitiveness the HEC artificially sti
mul~t~d consumption by offering massive 
subsidies to energy intensive industries and 
heavily promoting domestic consumption. 
Burton argues that this has resulted in 
domestic consumers paying considerably 
more for their power than they should. 

Overpowering Tasmania also examines 
the problems that other states in Australia 
are having with power supplies, such as the 
West~rn Australian gas surplus and the 
massive surpluses of electncity in New 
South Wal~s and Victoria. Burton argues 
that the existence of these surpluses will 
have a considerable impact on the ability 
?f th~ ~EC to attract any new energy 
mtens1ve m~ustryto Tasmania, particularly 
as the mamland states produce power 
more cheaply than the new hydro projects 
and do not suffer the same freight dis
advantage as Tasmania. 
. The report is thoroughly referenced and 
1s so accurate in its analysis that the HEC 
refused to comment on it. 

Printed by Waverley Offset Publishing Group, (03) 560 5111. 
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An Australian peace vessel 
is \ant overdue. 

An open letter fr Party om the Nuclear Disarmament 

Dear friend s 

In li~ht of the Australia ~elat_10n to the MX . ~ government's stand . 
feel ,t is necessary t::':!~!e ;ests off our coast, •:e 
splashdown site as prot_est vessel to th 
Australian peace adrepr~sentat1ve of the e 
D an env1ro . ue to the financial and ni:nental movements. 
mvolv_ed, we are ask· /hys1cal constraints 
establishing an orga ,~g ?r your assistance in 
vessel. msat10n and in purchasing a 

Such an organisation wo . 
~~~test and publicise the ~\~it~a'; the potential to 

powered ships th o nuclear-armed 
any other nuclear ~cti e_~x~ort of uranium, and 
surrounding waters. 1t y m Aust~alian and 
pr?test environmental ~o~ld _als~ investigate and 
~e1ghbouring countries o ut10n m Australia and 
m educational tours and a: ~~II as ~eing involved 
protests. ,.

1

.. aismg funds for future 

We_ would see the o . . 
~: '7d af~sisti_ng the c~:;~~i~t~t1ve of the vessel to 

~ ree from the thre non-oppressive 
environmental d . at of nuclear and 
F evastat1on. 
. or further inform f Disarmament Part a ion contact the Nuclear 
Box 5228BB, Mell;o~~n~03)~31466 or c/- GPO 
welcome for the 'P 'Vic 3001. Donat1"on eace Boat' s are 
payable to the NOP d - make cheques 
address. ' an post to the above 


