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For more than thirty years, artist Helen Baldwin
has had a love affair
with the
centre of Australia.
The wide spaces filled with light, the rainbow-coloured
mountains
and the subtle tones of sand and rock have drawn her back year after year to paint
what she sees, using that most elusive medium-watercolour
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Helen Baldwin has included figures
in most of her landscapes, the
aboriginal figures so much in harmony
with the world around them. In her long
passion to convey her vision to paper,
she has mirrored the changes that have
occurred in aboriginal society, changes
which over the last thirty years have
been profound.
She paints with great technical skill and
with a fresh and honest style that has
produced not only a major body of work
but also an anthropological record of
great value.
Her figures in the landscape now are
different from the way they were . 'There
were once so many people in places
like Papunya. Now some of the
settlements of the past are like shells.
There is hardly anyone there .'
The artist has travelled and painted in
western New South Wales, the Northern
Territory, Queensland and South and
Western Australia. It is always the
sparse, harsh, dry centre that attracts
her. It has also been where the last
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remnants of aboriginal tribal life have
survived longest. Now this traditional life
is slipping away.
'It has all changed. It seemed to me that
the aboriginal people lived a deeply
religious artistic life when I first knew
them . They waited for the seasons. They
followed the ceremonies. Now they
sometimes cannot hold the ceremonies
because there are not enough initiates to
take part. Once the ceremonies would
have been held in the light of flaming
torches-now if they are held at all the
light will come from a ring of car
headlights.'
The car has made a profound difference
to a naturally nomadic people.
'Even the aborigines who try to retain
their culture by moving further and
further away travel in cars. In the
Gibson Desert the old men would sit
once a year to hear of tribal misdeeds
which could be punished by tribal law
but I have been told that young men
threatened with punishment, which

might be as severe as a spear in the
thigh or shoulder , now don't wait for it
to be carried out but simply jump into
their cars and go. '
Over the years Helen Baldwin has made
hundreds of paintings and drawings of
aboriginal people . 'The people I see
now are not the same. Once there
seemed to be laughter everywhere.
Now, despite all the money that has
been used in various ways to attempt to
assist the aboriginal people, I see a lot
more unhappiness. And the health
seems worse.
'I also think that the aboriginals
themselves have changed. They look
different. There is not the same
innocence in the eyes of people who
have been touched by our culture. Our
culture is very pervasive . Even the tribes
still living far from our cities have begun
to forget their old ways. The simplicity of
their lives has changed.
'Although many of their languages have
survived, communication between
different speaking groups will most
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probably be in English. At the colleges
in Darwin and Alice Springs the
common language is English.'
Through her contacts with teachers
working far out in aboriginal settlements,
Helen has been widely accepted by the
aboriginals, particularly the children who
regard her as some kind of wandering
grandmother with extraordinary ways.
Once when she washed her long hair in
view of a school caravan, the whole
school rocked as the children crowded to
one side to see what was going on and
then broke ranks to come out and feel
this amazing long hair. Her hair was
always a source of interest to people
who keep their own hair trimmed to
make string from the clippings. When
she eventually cut her hair, she bundled
it up to send to aboriginal friends to be
used in the making of the fine string belts
they value.
The artist's friendship with aboriginal
children and their complete acceptance
of her has led to her being able to paint
foraging expeditions for bush tucker.

'Children everywhere always seem to be hungry and aboriginal chi l~ren are no
except ion. They w ere a lways leading me off to show me something they could eatthe red berries of the mistletoe o n mulga bushes, w ild plums, fat w hite wit chetty grubs
and honey ants.'
Helen Baldwin was born in Blayney in western New South Wales, but when she was
still very young the family moved to the old gold-mining town of Gulgong. Her father
was a passionate naturalist and fostered a love of nature in his two daughters-one
became a painter, the other a botanist. Helen has memories of peering into trapdoor
spider nests, and wandering about gathering and studying wildflowers .
She always wanted to draw and paint and spent most of her time with a pencil in her
hand, but it was not until the family settled at Springwood on the Blue Mountains and
she left school that she had a chance to work with a commercial artist. This was the
illustrator Wynne Davies who was soon lured to America for a caree r as a film poster
artist . Helen lost her teacher, but it was at this time that she came to know Norman
Lindsay and the real possibili ty of life as an artist opened up for her .
The Lindsays we re a force in the town of Springwood. Helen Baldwin remembers
them arriving at the local dances-she magnificently dressed as a gladiator or as
a Spanish dancer with a black and red shawl slung over her shoulders and a
comb in her hair and he, small, bird-like, entering the hall with a quick step and
looking around . 'Then he would walk over and dance with me. I felt I was dancing
with God .'
Rose Lindsay showed great kindness to people in the depression years. 'Some people
would not have got through without her. She was wonderful in bushfires too-driving
----~~~~-~~ into the thick of things with beer for the firemen. Nothing daunted her.
'Norman Lindsay was always kind and encouraging to me. So was Rose. She
showed me how to do needlepoint which I have used as another medium for my
work. Rose would pick me up to take me to spend the day with her, and Norman
would always come out of his studio and make time to talk to me and see what I had
been doing. He told me that I should stick to watercolour as my medium and to work
with figures. He encouraged me to go to the then East Sydney Technical College. I
was enrolled straight into second year, but I hated it. No-one spoke to me and the
classes were dull. When Norman Lindsay found out what a miserable time I was
having, he told me he knew what it was like to be sensitive and gave me a letter to
take to Raynor Hoff who was then supervising the pouring of the figures on the
Archibald fountain. I approached the great man very timidly with my letter, but it was
a passport straight into the life class.'
Raynor Hoff died not long after this and Helen's instructors included Douglas Dundas,
Fred Liest and Roy Davies. She was a remarkable student, winning prizes and a
fourth year scholarship even though in the spirit of the times as a woman not much
was expected of her . Years later, one of her tutors told her how they had held a
meeting to discuss her work, most of them deciding that it was useless women
studying art because 'they marry and give up', although Roy Davies made the point
that 'of course it shows in their homes'.
Nevertheless they offered her the fourth year scholarship and asked her to design the
course in fine arts and commercial art for future diplomas. She had almost completed
the year when family pressure forced her to give up her studies to take a job . She
became a very lowly paid commercial artist. When she tried to have her salary
matched to that of the male artists, she was told she was the wrong sex.
She married during the war and had one son but continued to draw and paint. She
has done so ever since from her home at Glenbrook.
However, neither the soft mountain landscapes nor her beautiful garden of tall trees
inspired her. She has preferred to paint far places . The eerie dust storms and
powerful sunsets of the outback, its lonely space and the people who live there have
sustained her talent .
Helen Baldwin remembers the moment when this fascination began. She had arrived
at the meeting point of four rivers-the Barwon, Darling, Namoi and Paroo . It was a
place where the aboriginal people had come together to meet for thousands of
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years . It was a place of intense beauty
and the artist remembers a deep desire
to capt ure its moods and colours.
Wilcannia was Helen's source of
inspiration for some time. 'The black soil,
the colours, the superb grey green
foliage, the river with its creamy water
flowing south, the banks marked with the
many water levels, the grey river gums
with their dead branches blackened and
as many roots showing below as there
were branches above, the reflections in
the water, the drought-cracked earth-all
of this was my source.'
She remembers once lying across the
stump of a grey river gum that had been
cut down to make way for a power line.
She could sprawl there full length with
plenty of room to spare . 'Lying there I
felt I heard the silent beating of a
disappearing landscape and I became
more determined than ever to paint it. I
was determined too to paint the
aboriginal people who are so much a
part of this landscape.'
Once started on this new chapter of her
life, she took every opportunity to go to
the far places. Her husband, architect
Eric Skarratt, has been her companion
and driver on many adventurous trips
taken long before the outback became
a tourist destination.
An invitation to the Northern Territory
took her up through Bourke to
Barringun and over the border to
Queensland and thence to Tennant
Creek and Darwin. Travelling down
from Darwin to Alice Springs she saw
for the first time the miracle of a
landscape of flowers following rain.
Standing surrounded by a multitude of
perfumed flowers under an aquamarine
sky with amethyst mountains in the
distance, Helen was moved to tears. 'I
had never seen such beauty.'
Taken by friends to Yuendumu on the
edge of the Tanami Desert she saw
aboriginal people who had come in
from the desert for their first contact with
Europeans. A drought had forced them
to leave their traditional world .
'The soil was the most brillilant red I had
ever seen and the country flat with odd
low hills and not much vegetation. This
is what I wanted to paint.
'There was nothing else I wanted to do. I
was sustained always by what is central
to the continent. I was never attracted to
the ocean. It frightens me-wearing
away at the land. I have been
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fascinated by that great struggle
for existence that takes place all
the time in the centre-by the
light there, the shape of rocks, the
subtlety of colour, the people.'
For many years Helen became a
regular visitor to Yuendumu. Then
when her friends moved to
Katherine she began to visit them
and found other scenes to haunt
her: the very dark-skinned
aboriginal girls wading through
waterlilies in the lagoon; a man
dancing in a headdress of white
cockatoo feathers .
An opportunity to go to Papunya
and Haasts Bluff brought more of
the centre alive for the artist
including the rock formations of
the MacDonnell Ranges, a source
of inspiration for a long time.
Over the years through her
friendship with teachers working in isolated places, she has moved about
among the settlements in the centre-to Areyonga 225 kilometres south west
of Alice Springs where the Pitjantatjarra women and children took her out
hunting for wild onions and where she saw a great variety of flowers she
had not seen before. She went on to Mbunghara, the same distance north
west of Alice Springs, where Helen remembers arriving to the perfume of
wild tobacco plants thick on the red earth. Here she often picnicked along
Dashwood Creek making quick sketches of the children sliding down
sandhills or gathering prultji, a sugar-encrusted insect found on the
gumleaves there.
When one of her Ieng-time teacher friends, Michael Ellis, married Lizzie
(Markilyi), an aboriginal girl from Docker River, a settlement on the
Petermann Ranges on the edge of the Gibson Desert, Helen was able to see
places that would have been inaccessible to most travellers.
Lizzie, 'beautiful, intelligent, capable and generous', arranged for Helen to
go on trips with the aboriginal women of the Ngaatatjarra tribe. Camping
with these aboriginal friends, lying under the stars on the open heart of the
continent, the horizon limitless in all directions, the artist knew a serenity
beyond peace.
'The silence is infinite. We did not all huddle together at night. Each person
made camp far apart so that we could all be alone to sleep and dream. I
never felt afraid there. I knew no harm would come to me. I knew that the
aboriginal women would
always find food and that we
would never be lost. It was a
wonderful experience.'
She has often travelled with
Lizzie or her family since that
time and has experienced the
same sense of being a part ·
of the land. Lizzie once
cautioned her not to look
directly at the stars. She told

Helen that a man once looked at the stars
from a creek bed and was washed away
in a flash flood.
Her friendship with Lizzie has made many
things possible . Helen has been a quiet
observer of many of the aspects of
aboriginal daily life that may soon be lost.
She has listened to the stories being told
as the women collect food, has watched
as mothers show their children stories
drawn in the sand, has shared their food
and their laughter and even been
permitted to attend a funeral.
When Helen first painted the beautiful
Lizzie she had the traditional decoration of
tiny gumnuts in her hair. The green nuts
are sticky and adhere to the tips of hair .
Sometimes women wear the same little
nuts in their hair for a lifetime. But Lizzie's
life has changed. She was recently invited
to speak about aboriginal body language
to a conference of academics in France.
'I have seen a lot of change in the lives of the aboriginal
people over these thirty years. I have seen their culture
disappearing. I sometimes think it was like a bright fire when
I first knew them. Now it has died down. Every now and then
someone blows on a glowing stick and it catches fire again,
but not for long.'
Helen Baldwin has gone very quietly through her life as an
artist. She has been so obsessed with working that she has
never sought to promote herself. When she was very young,
Norman Lindsay recommended that she should set up a
gallery at heF home, but her paintings sold without a gallery.
She has had occasional sell-out exhibitions in Sydney,
Melbourne and Canberra, but has mostly worked directly
from her home. She is currently represented by the
Bandemora Gallery in Lithgow and Blackheath . A few years
ago she was invited by Sam Ure Smith to write a book about
her work and Children of the Dreamtime (Child and
Associates) appeared in 1989.
'All that gallery business and writing about what you are
doing takes you away from the work you want to do. I just
want to keep working. I love painting people. I love the
bush. I can't do anything better than paint it the way nature
has created it. I just paint it and leave it at that.'
Over the thirty years in which she has
gone out eagerly season by season to
the centre of Australia, Helen Baldwin
has not only recorded the changes in
a fragile environment, but sadly she
has shown in her work the passing of
the rare and mystic culture of the
aboriginal people.
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