By the time he was 13, Arthur McIntyre
was already something of an
international art star, with exhibitions of
his drawings and paintings in New
York, London and Tokyo. Organised by
Jeffrey Smart, the shows featured the
work of promising young Australians
from the Argonauts' Club, an innovative
ABC radio and television program
which, during the 1950s , was an
extraordinary outlet for children's talent
in Australia and which became an
important influence for a generation of
artists.
Children submitted examples of their
writing, music, draw ings and paintings
and these were read, played or shown
on screen to mass audiences . McIntyre
was just ten years old when he joined
the club and every w eek for many years
he contributed rolls of paintings and
drawings .
Jeffrey Smart, who took the name of
Pheidias, was the program 's art critic
and he would display and comment on
McIntyre's work virtually every week
and then personally respond by letter.
' By the time I was about 13 or 14 I
was something of a junior art star, sort
of like a little male Shirley Tempie of the
Australian art scene' , recalls McIntyre.
'One of my greatest regrets now is that
all of that work which w as sent down to
the Argonauts' Club was probably put
into the garbage. It was a staggering
amount of work over the years and
some of it would be interesting to see in
retrospect.'
These days McIntyre's mature work is
represented in major galleries such as
the Art Gallery of New South Wales ,
Sydney, and the Australian National
Gallery, Canberra.
The National Gallery of Victoria has
recently bought an oil painting and four
very large drawings. And there is talk
of an exhibition featuring 15 to 20
works from throughout his career at the
National Gallery some time in the
future.
The survey has been suggested by
James Mollison, the gallery 's director ,
for several reasons. 'He is an artist

up to the present time has developed
his work outside the mainstream of the
dealers' galler ies. The work is simply
not known to a wide group of people
and I believe that overall he is
interesting enough to single out to show
the Melbourne public.
' His work is interesting because at
present he seems to me to be on heir of
a long line of Sydney pointers, people
from Ion Fairweather through John
Olsen, going past the midstream
generation, those artists who I won't
bather to name, and out pops Arthur
McIntyre . He seems to have absorbed
everything that Sydney had to offer over
the past 40 years and is painting away
in relative seclusion.
'He hos deliberately kept away from the
public and he has not attempted to
promote his pointing the way that
people really hove to if they wish to
make soles. There ore two things
people can do . One is become port of
the very public art world of Australia
and second, is stay in the studio and
get on with the work, and that is what
McIntyre hos done.'
Andrew Sayers, curator of Australian
Drawi ngs at the Australian National
Gallery, Canberra, has been familiar
with McIntyre's work for many years
and says of his art: 'We have several
works in the collection by Arthur
McIntyre , but my favouri te is the small
sketchbook recording his stay in hospital
in 1989.
'Arthur, it seems to me, is most
comfortable on a small scale and this
fine and powerfu l series represents the
best of his art. I cannot think of any
Australian artist who has been so selfobsessed and in this sketchbook he
reveals with extraord inary frankness his
horror at the corruptibility of the flesh.'
Apart from his artistic output, McIntyre is
known as a former art critic for qua lity
newspapers such as The Australian
and Melbourne's The Age and as an
author of books such as Australian
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placed on him stifling because this type
of art education encouraged the
'Manhattan-style minimalism, or 'stripes
and splashes' school, at the expense of
almost everything else'.
It took a trip to France in 1975 to make
him finally break away from the
confines of such an education when he
visited Paris as artist-in-resid ence at the
Power Institute studio (administered by
the University of Sydney and the Visual
Arts Board).
In Paris he became fully aware through
art from Spain and Germany, that
figuration and content - political and
socio-economic - were of major import
in contemporary art.
Collage also became a substantial
aspect of his output for the first time and
his visually confronting Survival and
Decay series, which established his
reputation as a mature artist and which
dealt with themes such as birth, death,
disease, old age, ugliness, sexual
stereotyping and Freudian psychology ,
was conceived. Of the influence of Paris
on his art, McIntyre says: 'Somehow
Paris itself seemed to me like a collage.
Everywhere I looked there was decay
and mildew and it was the middle of
winter and there were posters peeling
off walls. Paris was made up of layer
upon layer of textures which symbolised
various histories and changes which
had taken place .
'I was also fairly broke so I couldn'.t
afford much in the way of materials. So
I began tearing up bits of paper, then
looking at magazines and seeing all
manner of possibilities of incorporating
collage into my works on paper .'
Then, right on top of this instructive and
turbulent time in Paris, came the death
of his father. The impact was
considerable since his mother had died
in 1969 .
'After the death of my father I became
very aware of human decay and human
frailty and human mortality. Living in
Europe had made me aware of this
anyway and my father's death at this
time reinforced my preoccupation with
the fact that we weren't on this merry-

go-round for long. So I did a series of
works which incorporated collage.
Much of it was autobiographical, using
Polaroids, letters which were from my
father, postcards to my father. It was the
Survival and Decay series.'
Having discovered art which was the
antithesis of the cool detachment which
he despised, McIntyre expanded his
Survival and Decay theme through
exhibitions in Australia in 197 6, 1977,
1978 and 1983 and with works which
caused an outcry from certain quarters
but did receive critical acclaim .
For instance, art critic Nancy Borlase, in
the Sydney Morning Herald in 1976
and 1977 , wrote: 'There are few artists
who can extract such passion from the
dustbins of life' and 'in his use of photocollage he comes close to the fantasy
and protest themes of the German
Dadaists, John Heartfield and Raoul
Hausmann.' Elwyn Lynn, in The
Australian in 1986, described McIntyre
as 'a master of theatrical montage'.
With his Survival and Decay series,
McIntyre aimed to make art about
taboo subjects by incorporating taboo
materials - but not using his own faeces
as he was once accused of doing!
In the first exhibition in 1976, he used
medical drawings and photodocumentation from anatomical
textbooks and focused on graphic
images of advanced states of venereal
disease. He also incorporated
discarded bits of flotsam and jetsam
from people's lives.
The 1978 series, subtitled Womb
Struck, featured photo-documentation
of normal and abnormal births and
upset many people in Melbourne where
it was shown. In the 1983 exhibition,
titled Phallusies, he used
pornographic material juxtaposed with
textbook images of sexually transmitted
diseases.

'Survival and Decay really caused a
sensation on the Sydney art scene', he
recalls. 'It is something that I've been
burdened with ever since. At that time
there was a history of conservatism
entrenched in the Sydney commercial

gallery scene and people weren't ready
for an exhibition which dealt front on,
shall we say, all puns intended, with
venereal disease:
'There was a shock-horror reaction from
a great many people within the art
world itself, curators, practising artists
and the media, of course, which had a
field day.
'The gallery (the Holdsworth Galleries)
was jammed with people who really
wanted to be shocked. They went into
the gallery and were shocked and were
angry because they had been.'
But McIntyre hasn't any regrets. He
believes those works were what he
needed to express at the time and they
made him feel better for having made
them and shown them. Nor has he
mellowed on the issue of pornography
and art.
'I just don't believe there is such a thing
as pornography. I believe that human
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beings are masters of their own destiny
and I believe they have a right to
engage in any activity they want to
engage in, certainly sexual activity . I
am completely non-judgmental when it
comes to sex and what other people
do. And I am outraged by any form of
censorship in art or in any other form
relating to sex.
'What I am intrigued by is the fact that
it is often the most unlikely people who
have the most bizarre sexual
inclinations, not that it makes any
difference in terms of what I think of
them as people. It doesn't worry me if
they happen to be married and have
six children and they happen to be
homosexual and into whips or
whatever.
'What people fail to realise is that
human nature is extremely complex and
a great many people who are some of
the most prominent figures in society, in
politics, the arts, law, the heroes of our
society, in private indulge in activities
which most people would condemn as
being disgusting and outrageous. I don't
condemn those activities. I believe
people have a right to do whatever
they want to do.'
Given McIntyre's attitude to sex and
pornography, it is intriguing to learn
that he was brought up with protestant
middle class ethics and comes from a
long line of missionary women who set
off into the African jungle with Bibles
under their arms.
It is probably the zeal that was passed
on. As he encapsulates it: 'I am an
extremely determined male who is
totally dedicated to pursuing my
painting career to the limits and giving
it my all.
'My most recent paintings and drawings
retain an interest in human sexuality
and vulnerability, but are almost devoid
of collage. Many of my new oils· on
canvas are polychromatic homages to
humanity, its lusts and longings and are
painted on a grand scale. Much of my
imagery these days is ambiguous ,
leaving plenty of room for viewer
interpretation.'
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