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MET ON THE IDES OF MARCH

We meet, by chance, on the Ides of March. In two days exactly, it will be the centenary of the
birth of Lloyd Rees.

"Caesar: Who is it in the press that calls on me?

I hear a tongue, shriller than all the music,

Cry, "Caesar". Speak; Caesar is turn'd to hear.
Soothsayer: Beware the ides of March.

Caesar: What man is that?

Brutus: A soothsayer bids you beware the ides of March.
Caesar: Set him before me; let me see his face.

Brutus: Fellow, come from the throng; look upon Caesar.
Caesar: What say'st thou to me now? Speak once again.
Soothsayer: Beware the ides of March.

Caesar: He is a dreamer; let us leave him:-pass."

He was a dreamer, true. But let us not leave him and pass.

LLOYD REES - THE EARLY LIFE

Lloyd Rees was the seventh of eight children born to Owen Rees and Angele, the daughter of
Charles Burguez. The Rees family came from Wales: hence the name Lloyd for the seventh
child. Lloyd's mother was half-Cornish. But half her family derived from France and she had
been born on Mauritius. She emphasised proudly her French origins. Growing up in colonial
Brisbane, it gave a point of difference and of unique reference to the young Lloyd. By his
mother, he was linked to the exotic history of Europe beyond the dominant imperial culture
of the British Empire, then in its apogee. And he grew up in the bright light of Federation
Australia, in Brisbane.
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Owen Rees was politically active in the Conservative National Democratic Council. He and his
wife inculcated conservative values into their children. It would be difficult to describe the
modern equivalent of the National Democratic Council. As we are in the midst of an election
campaign, perhaps | should not even try.

The family soon moved from Yeronga to another suburb of Brisbane, St Lucia, where the
University of Queensland now flourishes. In 1910, the young Lloyd won a scholarship to the
Central Technical College in Brisbane. There he was to discover a mighty talent in drawing. It
was a consolation to him when a severe attack of nephritis and Bright's disease, in 1912,
deflected him from a deep commitment to cricket. But for this illness, feared at the time to
be fatal, his life would have been so different. Another centenarian, Justice Sir Edward
McTiernan, once told me of a like chance event in his life. He fell off the verandah of his
parents' home in Glenn Innes. His arm was permanently weakened. "But for that fall, Kirby",
Sir Edward once told me, "l would have enlisted and | would be under the mud of the
Somme with so many of my friends".

The young Lloyd Rees' encounter with kidney disease confined him to bed for six weeks in
1912. There his youthful mind played upon the ideas of King Arthur's court. When permitted,
he went out into Brisbane and drew the confident buildings of colonial government as a
relief. His earliest drawings show a fine attention to detail, yet a dreamy quality which seems
to present Brisbane as a kind of Paris of the artist's mind.

From this early encounter with iliness, Lloyd Rees developed a deep fear of dying. It remained
with him, almost a century, nearly to the end.

In a general workers' strike, at about this time, the young Rees was sworn as a special
constable to keep the peace. But his duties to keep the working people in check, forced him
to question his parents' conservative beliefs. He developed a humanitarian view and a
commitment to social justice which was to be an enduring feature of his life.

The young Lloyd Rees' first exhibition was held at the Agricultural Show in Brisbane in 1913.
Ponder, | pray, as you walk past the apparently unpromising drawings at the Royal Easter
Show in Sydney this year, how they may hold, beckoning, a young Lloyd Rees of the future.

Lloyd Rees was unable to enlist in the AIF because of his kidney disease. But others of his
family did. When speaking, late in life, of the news of his brother's death on the Western
Front, his eyes still filled with tears. In 1916, he designed the programme for a function
organised by the Brisbane Technical College to raise support for wounded soldiers who had
returned from the Front. The programme displays Rees' pinpoint attention to detail,
combined with an exotic presentation of rather ordinary buildings which somehow made
Brisbane's facades look as if they were emerging from an antipodean King Arthur's court.

THE PAST IS WITHIN US

In 1917, at the age of twenty-two, Lloyd Rees came to Sydney. He secured employment as a
commercial artist with Sydney Ure Smith. He was paid £4 a week, a handsome sum for those
days. In 1919, he met his first love, Daphne Mayo, whose bronze sculpture, Return of the
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Prodigal Son, is displayed in this Gallery. It was his passionate love for her, largely
unresponded, that took Lloyd Rees on his first visit to England in 1923. From England he
travelled to France and Italy. He fell in love with the cultural roots of his existence. This was his
dreamtime. Europe's culture was in his blood and in his imaginings. He was a person of its
epics. It was as if they were in his genes. He never felt embarrassed or ashamed of the
European features of Australia's modern history. Why should he? He grew up in a time when
this was natural, accepted and a simple daily reality of Australian life. Only lately, has there
been an attempt to rewrite history and to expunge or reduce the abiding, deep influence of
Europe and its mighty civilisation upon Australia's cultural life. For Lloyd Rees, to the end, this
remained the reality of his past. No-one explains that reality better than the great Australian
poet, Oodgeroo of the Noonuccal (Kath Walker):

"L et no one say the past is dead.

The past is all about us and within.

Haunted by tribal memories, | know

This little now, this accidental present

Is not the all of me, whose long making

Is so much of the past.

No walls about me

The stars over me

The tall surrounding trees that stir the wind
Making their own music,

Soft cries of the night coming to us, there
Where we are one with all old Nature's lives
Known and unknown ...

.. A thousand thousand camp fires in the forest
Are in my blood

Let no one tell me the past is wholly gone.
Now is so small a part of time, so small a part
Of all the race years that have moulded me."

We do no good for art and no justice to ourselves and our history by denying the European
tradition in Australian culture. It is part of the race years which have moulded most of us, and
profoundly affected our view of, and approach to, the world.

[N
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FROM DESPAIR TO NATIONAL ACCLAIM

INn 1926, at the age of thirty-one, Lloyd Rees met Dulcie Metcalfe. She was a teacher at
Parramatta High School. At this time, Rees was living between Parramatta and Mosman. He
married Dulcie Metcalfe and moved with her to Mosman, where they established their home.
Happy they were, together. But a year later, Dulcie died in childbirth. LIloyd Rees' first son was
stillborn. He was plunged into the most profound depression. Drawing became his escape.
One letter of kindness which he received was from a friend of Dulcie, Marjorie Pollard. Lloyd
Rees retreated into the world of dark, inky-black drawings. It was a period of deep despair. He
suffered a breakdown and was convinced that he would die.

Fortunately, Marjorie Pollard rescued this large spirit for new life. They were married in 1931.
They moved to Northwood on Sydney's North Shore. Rees continued his love affair with the
scenery of Sydney and its harbour. His drawings of Balmain make it seem like a town of
Tuscany, viewed from across the water. Again, there is sharp accuracy. But also a romantic
guality which infects the drawing with an exotic atmosphere.

In October 1934, Lloyd Rees' son, Alan Lloyd Rees, was born. Conscious of the vulnerability of
life, Lloyd Rees watched with astonishment and love, the growth of his son. In one passage of
his writings, he describes tenderly how he would steal to Balmoral Beach to view his boy, in
company with his schoolmates, going for a swim: marvelling at the good fortune of a father
and at the precious quality and gift of a healthy child of his own.

Lloyd Rees' first retrospective exhibition in this Gallery was organised in 1942. He was then
aged forty-seven. It provided an opportunity to look at his life's work to that time. If he had
died then, his drawings would have marked him out as a major Australian artist. Fortunately,
he had a great creative journey ahead. In 1946 he was invited by Professor Wilkinson to join
the Faculty of Architecture at the University of Sydney. He gave instruction to the students in
hand drawing. Professor Peter Johnson, now Chancellor of the University of Technology,
Sydney, tells of a lesson he received on the Botany lawn. Lloyd Rees taught precision and
attention to detail, whilst never forgetting the Gothic dreams that were to be found in the
buildings of that great campus. He demonstrated the mixture of art and architecture which
was to have such a profound influence upon generations of Sydney architecture students
and on their work.

In the early 1950s, Rees was alternating between the Sydney foreshores and visits to Italy,
France and England. He drew much of his inspiration from Europe, finding England, often, a
dark and gloomy land.

INn 1964, he was elected Dean of the Faculty of Architecture of the University of Sydney. This
was a truly astonishing appointment, given that he was a part-time lecturer only. By 1967, he
was beginning his long visits to his son, Alan, in Tasmania. The River Derwent attracted his
artist's eye. Its still, quiet and antarctic blues were never quite so deeply engraved on his
heart as the brighter lights of Brisbane and Sydney had become. But he was extending his
outreach to another part of the great continental land that was his home.
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IN 1969, the second retrospective exhibition was held in this Gallery. It toured all State
galleries with much success. By this time, Lloyd Rees was becoming a major national artistic
figure. In 1972, Renée Free's book on his life was published. In his spare time he was visiting
Chartres and drawing its cathedral. No need, any longer, to turn Balmain into Paris. He could
capture the detail of history and reach through the magnificence of French medieval
buildings to the deep influence which his mother's stories had had upon him in his earliest
youth.

In 1973, there was an exhibition in London. Astonishingly enough, it was only a modest
success. But Lloyd Rees did not stand still. In 1975, he turned to lithography. His contributions
to art in Australia were publicly acknowledged in 1977 when he was appointed a Companion
of the Order of St Michael and St George. In 1981, his first exhibition in Melbourne for 55 years
was held. By 1985 he was the doyen of Australian artists. He was appointed a Companion of
the Order of Australia - by then, our highest civil honour. In 1987, an exhibition of his works in
Paris attracted much attention. But in 1988, Marjorie died, and the last year of his life
unfolded.

By this time Lloyd Rees' sharp eyes were beginning to fail. The colours had to be put in an
accustomed order, so that he could paint dreamy, Turner-like images of water, sun and light.
He did so as much by the imagination of his mind, as by the residue of his sharp eyesight. By
this time he was like Beethoven, unable to hear but still conceiving the sounds in the inner
recesses of the brain. So Lloyd Rees struggled on, thoughts and colours flashing upon the
inward eye, but without the promised bliss of solitude.

When the new National Parliament was opened by the Queen in 1988, Lloyd Rees was one of
the 200 notables invited to dinner in the new building. A bicentennial exhibition of his works
was held. He was honoured and feted by politicians, artists and other citizens. He was a
raconteur with few equals. He extended friendship and encouragement to so many. He was
becoming a public celebrity and public figure in the land. But with Marjorie gone, and his
eyesight failing, he began to doubt the point of continuing the struggle of life. On 1
December 1988, he died. Services and meetings to reflect on his long life were held in Hobart,
Brisbane and Sydney. He died with many laurels and university honours, awarded in
pageants of colour and affection. He left an enormous treasure house of paintings, drawings
and words to illuminate our country in the coming millennium. Let no one say the past is
dead.

WHAT DOES THIS LIFE SAY OF HIM?

What does this life say of Lloyd Rees? His paintings and his drawings speak most directly of
his artistry - beyond mere words. He was to explain his strongly felt need to communicate in
paint and pencil. Some great spirits do this with words. Others with music. Lloyd Rees'
principal vehicle of communication was fine drawing and a splash of colour and light. Talking
of the artist, he wrote to his son and daughter-in-law:

" .. He almost invariably has the inherent desire to bring his work before his fellows and the
public exhibition seems the best way of doing this. The principle also seems to apply to the

(6]
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most reticent of poets, past and present, the desire to publish being most often a burning
one but without much hope of financial reward."

Lloyd Rees was a teacher. | do not only speak of his formal instruction at universities and
through exhibitions and talks. He gave abundantly of encouragement to younger artists
whose work he studied closely and to whom he would address words of praise and
encouragement. Another Australian artist, Brett Whiteley, who honoured Rees' work as an
artist and his profound influence upon his own work, wrote to him, near the end:

" ..so the profound thread, that leads its way back to Leonardo and on through the
millennium to Egypt, that wonderful line, the most precious club in the world, that
occasionally gets new members, and bids farewell to those whose innings of dreaming are
done”.

Lloyd Rees wrote in return:

"Yes Brett - | think old Mother Nature has called a halt to my creative life ... | have to fight to
contain my patience with a slow period of decline. | look upon you, Brett, as a beacon light
that will reveal aspects of Australian creativity hitherto unknown in the years ahead. Go
forward my dear warrior and take with you my love and deep thanks for what you have
already given us."

This was the laying on of hands. But Whiteley was not alone. Many are the artists who took
encouragement and inspiration from Lloyd Rees and his generous praise and practical
kindness.

His life shows a deep, spiritual side. Why was it, | ask myself, that he fixed his attention mainly
upon buildings and objects, such as rocks? Upon stone and churches? Houses and fences?
Why is it that human beings rarely intrude into his landscapes - and then only as fleeting
figures - almost cartoons, of little or no significance? Some early pen portraits of his parents
and siblings, and other early self-portraits show the identical attention to detail in
presentation of the human form as he displayed in all his drawings. But when Brett Whiteley
once saw Lloyd Rees' attempt at a nude they were both sketching, he said, brashly to a
colleague, "No competition there". What was it that caused Rees to retreat from the human
form?

Was it the fear of dying and the loss of mortal form, that haunted him from that first struggle
with nephritis in 1912? Was it the untold story of the loss of the physical love of Daphne Mayo?
Was it the terrible ordeal of the loss of his first wife and stillborn son? Was it the later illness of
his mother, wrongly diagnosed with leprosy and isolated cruelly in her last years? His life, in
its inner core, underwent many traumas. | asked my colleague, Justice Meagher, to nominate
the musician who most approximated Lloyd Rees in style and mood. | offered a list of
candidates. He came ultimately to suggest Elgar - another Edwardian gentleman. A man
whose life was profoundly influenced by women. Elgar's Sea Pictures contain a marvellous
second song, written to a poem by Elgar's wife, now immortalised in music, with the theme
"only love endures". Here was romantic imagination controlled by stern professional
discipline. As with Elgar, so with Lloyd Rees.
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He was once asked how he received his inspiration for drawing and painting. He gave an
answer akin to that offered by Gustav Mahler, when asked a like question. Mahler talked of an
"external force" which was directing his hand, whilst composing. Lloyd Rees said he felt that
"someone else" was helping him.

Lloyd Rees was not only a master artist. He was a very significant Australian public figure. He
was an idealist. We learnt earlier this day that the British Labor Party has just voted to drop
nearly a century of commitment to socialist nationalisation. Lloyd Rees, throughout his life,
was committed to social democracy and worthy community causes. You could disagree with
his views on particular topics, but he was never bland. He spoke up. He fought for the
environment, including in Tasmania, when it was threatened. He demonstrated peacefully
with his fellow citizens in the streets. He saw virtually the whole history of the Federation of
this country. Although a child of the Victorian age, he was quite modern in his social outlook.
He recounts with amusement how Queen Mary was hurried by courtiers past the luxurious
paintings of Norman Lindsay at their exhibition in London in the 1920s. He gave unalloyed
support to Brett Whiteley in his exploration of art and sexuality.

It was Whiteley who summed up Lloyd Rees' abiding qualities as an artist and as a man:
goodness; nobility; maturity; restraint; balance; and steadiness. To these one would add
endurance, innovation, truth, and the perception of himself as an artist in continuity of a
great tradition brought to these shores by the European boat people - now part and parcel of
the culture of Australia. We should not turn our backs upon these truths which Lloyd Rees
confidently taught us.

WHAT DOES IT SAY OF US?

The exhibition of Lloyd Rees' drawings in this Gallery coincides with his centenary. It also
coincides with exhibitions in Sydney of the works of his acolyte Whiteley and of the American
photographer Maplethorpe. According to reports, one can scarcely move at these exhibitions,
such is the press of the public queuing to see them. There will not be the same crowds here.
Why should this be so? In every way, Lloyd Rees is a far greater artist.

Why should there be less interest? In part, it is because the other artists concentrated on the
human body. They explored, directly, human sexuality and love. Of course, these are
legitimate subjects for art. Rees was more decorous. His romanticism and passion are more
controlled, restrained, steady - just as Whiteley said. Art itself is now being affected by media
presentation. The age of entertainment is even catching up with fine artists. Now their works
must be packaged and sold and promoted like other valuable investments. They have their
vogues. They can fall out of favour. This exhibition of Lloyd Rees' works will not tour all the
State Galleries of Australia. It will not be seen at all in the other major galleries of Australia.
Nothing much is being done in Australia for the centenary of Lloyd Rees, save for the efforts
of his special friends, Lou and Brenda Klepac; Hendrik and Julianna Kolenberg; James
Gleeson and, of course, Alan Lloyd Rees and his wife, Jan.

There are other admirers, it is true. But for such a major figure in Australian art, the
celebration of the centenary is distinctly muted. | suspect that this says something about the
arts establishment in Australia. | hope that art in Australia - now increasingly reliant on public



Llloyd Rees - A Centenary Reflection

Justice Kirby Collection

funding - is not succumbing to the fashions of media glitz or the obligations of correctness. It
is a sad commentary on our short-term concentration span in Australia, that a man so
celebrated, as recently as 1988, should not be more widely acclaimed in his centenary year.

Perhaps Lloyd Rees is destined to suffer the same fate as Gustav Mahler. On the great
Mahler's death in 1911, the music critic of the New York Times wrote that it would be a miracle
if a single note of his music would be played ten years after his death. So it almost proved. It
took the dedicated commitment of a very small band of disciples to keep the flame of
Mahler's music alive: Alma Mahler, Willem van Mengelberg, conductor at the Concert Gebou
and Bruno Walter. The Nazis tried to extinguish the remaining remnants of Mahler's music in
Europe. Upon the occupation of the Netherlands, Mahler's portraits were removed from the
Concert Gebou. But they are back in place today on either side of the conductor's entrance to
that great hall. And if you want to fill a concert hall anywhere in the Western world, you do
well to offer a programme of Mahler. So it will prove with Lloyd Rees. His enduring qualities,
and his marvellous professionalism, guarantee his abiding place in Australian art. Yet we
must, it seems, pass through a period of reluctance and indifference. It will surely change.

Lloyd Rees was not a modernist. He refused to submit to re-interpretation of his art or even to
change the deep wells of his inspiration. He is living proof of the authentic part which the
great European tradition of art plays, and will always play, in Australian art. There are, of
course, other traditions. They will, and do, enrich our treasure store of painting and drawing.
But the young boy from Brisbane, dazzled by the special light of this continental land, his
mind dreaming of the castles of King Arthur and searching in the imagination for the
palaces, rivers and landscapes of his mother's forebears, offered a brilliant and lasting
contribution to our nation's artistic life. He was a major human spirit, one of the greatest of
the Australians of this century. | only hope that we will nurture his memory and his art.
Honouring them, we will honour him - so recently amongst us. We will thereby honour
ourselves.

Let this remarkable man have the last say. Writing of his struggle to comprehend the infinity
of the universe and his depression about the assertions of religious intolerance, Lloyd Rees,
towards the end, wrote:

"Finally, my abiding thought is in the miraculousness of life, the miraculousness of
everything, right down to the last pebble.

Just to give details of an actual experience: One Monday | went down and sat on the seat by
the wharf. It was one of those mornings that | have always reacted to, everything coming
through a veil, a gentle light - whitish with a touch of blue - and it was like that all the way
into town. It was light and delicate, actually a prelude to a day of fog the next day. The light
came through so wonderfully. | got up to the ferry and got an outer seat at the back. |
looked out upon it all and suddenly | thought: | don't want to go to Heaven because it can't
be as beautiful as this."
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