
Gordon Walters: the mysterv
vears in Australia
UfttiI now, not much wes knowft about tlte time Gordon
Melbourne erud Hobqrt where l7e met the gtamorous life
Sile Gardiner reveals a story of love, Loss and art.
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holdlnE a whitc cockaroo nr the Austrnlian sun in 1952. He
stands in Iront oI one of rhe Melboume srudios he shared
with Johnson, a Iellow New zealaDd€r.

N,Iy atrempt to iollow the scanty rrail ol ni lormation .rboul
Cordon WalteN time nr Australi. had led me ro Johnson s
Ffanksron home sourheast  o l  M€lbourne.  rhe hur t  was
trigSered by a pboto ol Johnson nnd walters togerher nr a
Melboume street, which appears in! nonoSraph onJohDson\
work published by Charl€s Nodrum Callery. Durirg dy
journeys to Melbou e a.d l3te. Hobart, qdte a story unlolded
- nnd the nunr also yielded sonre un{sual Walle6 drawnrSs
and a cluster olpersonal l€1lers.

ID various prblicalions, Michael Dunn, Roben Leonard
aDd Francis PoLrtrd have fitentioned WajteF lisits to Sydney
and Melbounre where he met n ists charles BlackDan,
Crace Crowley aM Ralpb Balson. Pomd has also wrillen of
Wrlre6 study of Abori8inal .ock a sires around Sydney in
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Walters spent iru Sydney,
model Dorothy Henry.



Opposire pa8er GsI8e.,Dhnson and Codon
walre6, collins sreor, Melbournp, t9s2, lpaEe 2r7 ,
c€rae Jd,rnsrn rvorld yriro, Macmillan 20061

Dordhy Hmry r l{rmkrempre, Lurcr kypr,
re60, tveno Karnak, Luo( 1e601. senr in
corcspondence ro codon walres, iD rhe
Collecrion archives ofthe w.lteN E{are, Auckland,

cordo. walrerc aDd cock roo, Melboume,
AustElia, c.l95l, fDm rhe CeoGe Johnson

This pag.: Eileen Brcokei ftdrdi olDdrorr!
Henry, 1943, oil painring Helene ChungColledion

Gordon walte6, Uaritled, 1973, Pv and acryljc on

I949, and several axthoF have staled that Walters painled bis
fiEt non-figurariv€ worl there. fivo small 1952 oil-oD-canvas
wo*s lrom the Chartweu Collection and the Auckland Art
callery Collections are rare examples of such eany works.
Othefwise the story of his arr, tuiends and life in Australia
bas remaired a mystery.

CeorEe Johnson, who still paints and exhibits, moved to
Melbourne from WeUinglon in 1951, and met up wilh Walrers
there after his lfip to Europe lhe year belo.e. Johnson recalled
the time belween 1951 and 1953 when he and Walters,
seven yeas his s€nior, lived in Metbourne: The studios we
shared were lwo in number," he wrote to me aller my fiNt
visil. The one i! the photo of Co.don holding lhe cockie
was at 2 Nicholson Street, Footscfay. This bouse, next to lhe
Te.h cal school, was acquired by the Education Department
who wanted ro exrcnd the school, which eveltually became
Victoria Unjversity. I beSan to teach there while it was a
technical schooldurinS the 1950s.

When I visned Nicholson Sireet the site was occupied by
the large u nive$ily buildings there was no sign oI lhe house
where walters andJohnson board€d with a local family and
worked in a shared studio loft. Johnson continuedr "From

Nicholson Srreer, we shilred to the otler side of rown to
the suburb ol Elst€rnwick, whe.€ we obrained nore space
above a piano shop ir Glenhuntly Road. we lud the whole
upslairs which enabled us 1o spread out. we both worked hard
he.e, and exbibiting was far lrom o]ll mindsr our work dealt
rotally with abstraction. we used ro meer ar the lamily Pub
in Swanston Street and lalk about art. 'Johnson said Walrers
rerurned to New Zealand after a relarionship break up and
he stayed on, We were all very res{ess," he nored, Th€ two
artists kepr in rouch after Wahers l€tr Ausralia.
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Gordon Waltes'drawingofHelene Chung, c. t95u, pe.cil
0n pap.. rlom lheHelene churycoll.crion

cordon waltes, undled drawing, Fencilon paper c.l9su. Fron rhe
oomhy Henry creener Coltecrion

Fellow fesearcher Melbourne-based Brigid Brock and
i wefe exciled to have lneanhed all this, but were inldgtred
by what lollowed: 'Of course ' he said, "when in Australia,
Cordon was with Domthy, a beautitulartist s model, whom
he met in Sydney where they us€d to visit ihe Arabian Coflee
Shop in KinEs Cross. ll was 1947 and The Arabian was rhe
legendary bohemian nightspor M by Russian woman, Ursuta
Schwalbach, where all the arrisrs and inlellectuals n,et.

''Dorothy who?' we demanded. Unsure of lhe details,
Johnson recalled thal she came lrom a chinese lamily of fruit
merchants in Hoba aM at one stage Cordon lived lhere tooj
the pair also spenl time together in Melboume. She was the
life class modeland admired by many artists raking drawing
clases in sydney and Melboume, Johnson r€membered.

who was lhis mysterious Dorothy? Brigid and I sedched
on the internei and u! popped a relerence io cordon WaLte6
iD a 2008 aulobiography by Australian broadcasler Helene
Chung. Helene, who grew up in Hoba and now lives in
Melboume, was the fimt wome posled abroad by lheABC,
and as its Beijing correspondent between 1983-1986, also
filed for NZBC. Her memoir, cnin€ ClorA Chtna cirl, contains
several mentions of w:ite6, whom she descdbes as one of
thfee foreign devils" her mother Dorothy Henry had lived
wilh. The Hoban Merdrl, boldly headlined ils illust.ated
coverage of the bookt local launch, Hoban Model Mumt
Tiue Story Laid Bare (May 23 2008).

Dorothy Henry, who fearued as Miss China in Merury jn
'qr2.  

care i rom d Chinpsp fdr"ywho se led in  ldsm.rrd.
Her lalher landed as afinminerin 1901and late. established
Hpnry & Co.. a succe$tu1 tu and veSerable buene\ In
Hobet. when she was very young Dorothy nar.ied Cha es

chung, Iiom another local chinese family, and had two
daughte.s, Lehene and Helene, who wasbom in 194s. Charles
and Dorothy divorced in 1946 and Dorclhyl.aveUed to Sydney
to study hairdressinE, leavinS the young gi.ls in her nodrei
and familyi care while she was away.

According to Helen€l memo'r, Dororhyt life has always
b€en unconvenlional and when I contacred Helene for more
information, she wrote to me: "The only known work by
cordon in Dorothy s possession is a pencil drawin8 of me
as a sleeping child. she mentioned aDother drawing oi
uncertain origins, and said that ifl was in Melbourn€ I would
bewelcome to see thetwo works and neer Dororht "t recall
Ma'na talking abolt the three ol them (Ceorge, cordor and
Dorothy) liviD8 in Footscray. '

So almosl a year alter we met Ceo€e Johnson, Bdgid
and I mel Dorothy HeDry creener, now 89, at her daughter's
home in MeLbourne. There in rhe haliway hung a porfait
by Eileen Brookef ol a youthful Dorothx a work submited
ior rhe 1948 Tasmanian Travellin8 Artists award. Suddenu
we saw Dorothy as she was when Walters knew her And
remarkably, since our previous convetsation, Helere had
found long forgotlen drawin8s and letlers by him in an old
camphof chest in her norher's apartment. We settled in to
hear mo.e of Dorothy s anoundin8 story

On the recommendation of portrait elist Eileen Brooker,
who'dfi6rpajlledDorothy as a kenaEer in Hoban, she be8d
workinE as a lile nodel lor drawin8 cla$es ro supptement her
income while studyinS hai.rlressjnS in Sydney. she worked at
5everdl dn ,cl'ools. rnclJdinE Ldn sydrev T€chnicdl Co ete.
lulian Ashton Art School, Antonio Dartilo Rubbo Art School
and Thea Prociois studio. She also nodelled forrhe exchsive
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Pieces ol lhe puzzle lell in place as I recalled a 1960
pholograph ofDorothy at Kamak Temple, which she seDt to
Gordon frcm Luxof, noiv held d dre Walters Enate archives
b Auckland. There are po(raits olLeslie and Dorclhy rn rhe
Tasnanian Museun and Arr Callery s collection in Hobart.
Tbe pair twice nrer Nith Walrersand hiswife Margaret Orbell
in  ustalia belor€ Creener died in 1974.

l r  ,e  I ' "  o i r  u" l " f .  aJ,s r  'ar  Walre .  sor  e,  a5 a

Bovernnenl derk in l.lobaa and had his own flir there. He
oiten llayed wirb Dorothy and th€ girls when they lived for
a while at h€r brother's newly built house at 7 EdSe Avenue,
Lenah valley beforc Cordon Henry and his bride moved in.
Dorothy and the gi.ls then retrrned lo live above the fanily-
frui( shop al 139 Liverpool Street. Dorcthy recalled that
wa re.  d idn r  r rend rhe r (  c l r : ,e ,  s i rh ocdl  T" ,mJniJn
arlists. "He sniffed al lhem and didn'r ihink they wefe Eood
€nough, 'she said with asnile. But it was in Hobart lhat the
delicate drawin€ ol the younE Helene sleeping was doDe.
W.rlte$ wasclosero the Eirls at the time, called them by their
pet names and sent them letle$ and drawin8s oi bnds, fish
and tunny two'headed dogs on small pieces oI paper, which
the Eirls laped up on the wall.

Also in Dorothyt old canphor chesl was a letler walteB
sent to bolh €irls {Helene's pet name was wo wol ftom the
Foorscfay house arourd 1952. Hedescribes the studio and his
time there with Dorothy, saying he had a wonderful big altic
room to live in where I can painl and make as much mess
as I like: The dnwinEs he included fof the 8nb on the back

oflhe page arejoyfulind playful.ln l97l WalteF wrcle that
he enjoyed hearin8 news, in Dororhy s letters to him, oi lhe
two marvellous kidy growinS up.

Dorothy desdibed Walters as a nan with Brey-8reen
eyes and curly hanr a sensitive, qui€t, thoughtful man who
worked hard. "l think oI all my friends, I loved him mosl oI
aU." when he was in MelbourDe, she would visit lrom Hobart
Iorsix weeks at a timej while working as a modelshejoined
walters for lunch at a Chinese cafe, rbe Oriental, on Russell
Slreet. CeoGe and Cordon wofked aU day in a bi8 garet
where they had tle wllole l€ngth oi the top lloori they had
lots ofart books on Picasso, Marisse and Mordian. Art was
everythin8 - they did nothilg but talk about afl.

In 1953 onevisitto Melboume brcu8ht things to an abrupl
end lof thc couple. Dorothy weDt to a party at the house of well
known sculptof ClemeDt Meadmore she was acconpanied
by Hoban anisl Daryl Harison, and walteN was there too.
The two men had a row over her and a fight ensued. Later
that niShr walte$ telephoned her to susBesl they neet the
next day al Rallles cale, a popular place lor anists. Dorolhy
said, ho , she would meet Walters rh€day afterlhat because
she intended to see oifDaryl, wbo was leavhrg for lh€ UI( lo
furtherhis studies. As Helene puts it, his parents pa.ked Iin
ofi 'to separare hin irom this sho.khs divorced wonlatr':
Then, to complete the story, When Dorothy arrived at Ra ffl€s
the day alier, Walters wasn l there. When she cont.cted
Geor€e Johnson, he rold her lhat wallers had 1eft fof New
zealand the pr€vious diy. '

For Brigid and me, rhis b.ou8ht lhe story ofWalte6'xme m
Austalia fullcirle. Tbere are Dany more questions lo answer
but il s clear ihat wahers and Domthy, aka Miss China 1942,
didn t nreet aSain Ior several years, tholgh they rem.nned
friends and correspond€nts, who shared their thoughts on
afl and life, for many yenrs.

Now, decades laler, Walters work will be shown io. the
tirsr rine to a.t collectors in China and elsewhere in Asia.
Aiming to hrroduce rbis najor artist ro the inte.nalional an
wo11d, A'rckland ga1lery Starkwhite will hke his icoric wo.ks
lo An Basel Hong KonE 2014. Di.ecto. J ohn Mccomack says,
'' lt will be a ti61 step towards SiviDg wallers the ilr-"rnational
rccoEnitionhe so richly dese.ves. The exhibitioD h sra8ed as
a joint venlure wilh the Walters Estare, and draws on Koru
painiin8s lrom the 1950s to the late 1990s, including early

Souaches and studies and sone lrajor paiDlings. '

All oI these works have been sourced from the wallers
Eslate, which holds an extensive collection ol tbe arnst's
work. The eslate is about to create a conplete catalogue of
works and material held i'r its archives a long process but
one lhat ls vital ir lerms oI ensurinS that waltes is reco8nised
as an aftist oI inte.lational siSnificarcc.
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