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For my dear wife Georgina, my children Emma, Melissa, and
Rebecca, and my grandchildren.

Songline presents a brief history of some events in the
transition of my family from Australia to Papua New Guinea and
subsequent return, from the mid-twentieth century to the
present.

The depictions may pose more questions than answers. 
If this “songline” sparks curiosity and interest in the extraordinary
lives of my father and mother, John and Joan Dowling, and their
efforts, it will have fulfilled my wish.

John and Joan’s story of endeavour and adventure is not
unique, but it is genuine. It is their experiences and that of many
of their peers who took a similar journey at the end of the Second
World War.

We, the “baby boomers” and our children, enjoy benefits
undreamt of by our parents, as a result of their foresight and
tenacity.

I thank the artist, my friend Paul Harbutt, who first proposed
the concept of the “songline” and continued to the complete the
work now before you. Paul drew inspiration for his paintings from
a poignant series of black and white photos in our family album.  

My mother Joan’s letters, faithfully transcribed and typed by
her sister Beryl, gave life and background to the images. Some
passages are quoted verbatim in John Isaacs’s accompanying
essay. I hope they allow you to absorb the sights, sounds, perils,
and aspirations of the era. 

In conclusion, there is much soul-searching and a risk of
hubris or aggrandisement when embarking on a project of this
nature and scale. Should I have over-stepped, then mea culpa. 
My intention was to create an homage to my family. If some see
and appreciate that, then I am grateful.     

— Stephen Dowling 

Lake Como, 29 September 2017
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THE KIAP OF POMIO

To-night is one of those tropical nights you read about,
palms silvered by moonlight, water lapping gently
against the shore, and stars like jewels in a velvet sky. 
It isn’t hot, nor is it cold. 
—  Joan Dowling

A remote and complex paradise, New Guinea,
more than three times as large as Great Britain, is
the second largest island in the world. It is also the
fourth highest landmass in the world, with peaks
rising to over 16,000 feet, which at least until re-
cently, contained permanent equatorial glaciers.
The island receives massive amounts of rainfall,
supporting vast lowland rainforests, huge areas of
savanna, wetlands, and mangrove forests, as well
as alpine tundra. 

Humans have inhabited New Guinea for possi-
bly sixty thousand years, as long as any migrants
out of Africa (physically, New Guinean natives still
have distinctly African features). How they got
there, so unimaginably distant, is not known,
though there was once a land bridge to Australia
and it was a relatively short hop from the Malay
peninsula. 

At least a thousand different languages are
spoken by New Guinea’s native, fiercely tribal and
competitive inhabitants (of which there are now
eleven million), making it the most linguistically 
diverse area in the world. Most of the indigenous
population did not encounter human beings from
elsewhere until well into the Twentieth Century,
after the fringes of the island had succumbed to
various levels of successive colonization by 
Portuguese, Spaniards, Dutch, French, Germans,
and finally the British and their Australian cousins.
Even now, huge areas of the island have yet to be
explored; the Indonesian-controlled western half
of the island is home still to an estimated forty-
four tribal groups that have had no contact what-
soever with outsiders. In 1938, the American
zoologist Richard Archbold discovered, from his
Catalina flying boat, fifty thousand farmers living in
orderly but Stone Age communities in the Grand
Valley of the Baliem River, the last society of its
size to make first contact with the rest of the
world.

The massive island and its smaller neighbors,
New Britain, New Ireland, and numerous others in
the sprawling Bismarck archipelago, though occu-
pying less than half-a-percent of the world’s land
surface, are home to perhaps ten percent of the
total species on the planet, about the same as the
United States. Its coast hosts seventy-five percent
of the world’s coral reef. Native agriculturalists
have taken advantage of this biodiversity for mil-
lennia, to raise an extraordinary variety of crops,
supporting primitive but self-sustaining and cohe-
sive communities. Indeed, New Guineans are cred-
ited with inventing crop-rotation methods, the
central principle of sustainable agriculture, long
before anyone else. 

Joan Dowling, who came upon this strange but
beautiful place when she settled there with her
husband after the Second World War, described it
with eloquent wisdom in her diaries. The natives
she befriended had their own view of the creation
of the world:

Their Almighty Being’s name was Not, and first of all
everything was land with no seas, but the people misbe-
haved and Not opened a great lake, which overflowed
and overflowed, and threatened to engulf the world.
Not’s mother, in her mercy, stood on different pieces of
land, and wherever she stood remained dry, so that is
why we have islands and seas.

New Guinea’s natives  seem to have acquired,
or simply retained, a uniquely intuitive understand-
ing of life on Earth. She recalls that during her
years as the wife of a copra plantation owner in
Jacquinot Bay:

One night there was a great wailing from the quarters of
the Highland work line. John and I went up to investi-
gate and found that one of the men was loudly mourn-
ing the death of someone back in his village who had
just died. An ocean and mountains separated the man
from his village but I did not doubt he knew about the
death. I had experienced the same thing on the night
my grandfather died. I still cannot explain it. 
I think it only happens to people in remote places. 

One evening when John and I were at Pomio we 
decided to go down to the bay and sit for a while on the
palm-fringed beach. It was very beautiful there with the
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water gently lapping the white sand and the moon mak-
ing a silver path across. Suddenly I said to John, “My
grandfather has died to-night.” John replied, “You can’t
know that.” I said, “But I do.” John, of course, was dis-
believing, but I told him that when we got back to the
house I wanted him to write down this date and when
the next lot of mail came we would see. It was two
weeks before we heard from home, and the letter told
us that Grandad had indeed died on the date John had
written down, the 20th of July, 1948. He was eighty-six
years of age. I can’t explain this, but my grandfather and
I were very close.

Joan Dowling, née Walder, was born in 1921 in
one of the front bedrooms of her grandparents’
modest, early-century house in Rockdale, an
undistinguished but neat suburb of Sydney, New
South Wales, close to Botany Bay, where James
Cook first set foot on the Australian continent
(American readers, imagine Brighton Beach trans-
posed Down Under). Joan’s maternal ancestors
were early seafarers who traded throughout the
South Pacific. Her paternal grandparents were 
recent immigrants from Britain. Both sides fought
and lost family members in the Great War, and the
connection with the home country endured. After
the trenches, Joan’s father returned to Sydney,
married, and in due course prospered as an attor-
ney, but life was not necessarily easy, especially
during the Great Depression, which hit Australia
hard. In one short memoir, Joan recalls, in neat,
fluid, and barely corrected handwriting, and in
great detail, domestic life in those years. For 
example:

Milk was delivered twice a day. Large milk cans with a
tap in the bottom were hauled in a horsedrawn cart and
the vendor filled pint or quart pots, whichever was ap-
propriate to the order he had received from the particu-
lar household he was servicing. The morning delivery
was made before most householders had arisen. A billy-
can with lid was hung on a hook (out of reach of ma-
rauding dogs and cats) on the wall of the shady side of
the house. The vendor tipped the required amount of
milk into the billycan, and it was there when the house-
hold arose. Once a week, the milkman left his account
with the morning delivery and was paid when he
brought the milk that afternoon. 

Such a routine and others she describes, 
involving bread, produce, bottles, ice, food stor-
age, heating, shopping, and the really big one —
clothes washing — all testify to Joan’s consider-
able qualifications as a homekeeper, which would
prove invaluable as her life progressed.

And progress indeed it did, eventually far 
beyond the cozy confines of Botany Bay, largely
because of a young neighbour named John 
Dowling, who developed a crush on her when she
was still in her teens.

Young Dowling’s father suffered from ill health,
as a result of having been gassed in the trenches,
and had recently died. His mother, who had 
emigrated as a child from Aberdeen, Scotland,
eventually succumbed to Alzheimer’s. John, how-
ever, was an avid sportsman, and made a name for
himself as a long-distance runner, an apt accom-
plishment, given his future life trajectory.

When the Second World War broke out on the
other side of the world, Dowling enlisted in the
Australian army. While Joan worked at a govern-
ment job and did volunteer work in support of 
soldiers posted abroad, John was shipped off to
New Guinea, scene of some of the most violent
and persistent battles of the war.

In a single, short paragraph in a more extended
memoir, Joan writes just this:

I do not know much about his movements there except
that when the War ended he was in Rabaul in charge of
shipping Japanese prisoners-of-war back to Japan.

That leaves out a lot. The isolated town of
Rabaul, founded by German colonists of New
Guinea on the smaller island of New Britain (then
Neupommern, or New Pomerania), nestled between
two mighty active volcanoes named Tavurvur and
Vulcan, contained a most favorable harbor. Follow-
ing Germany’s defeat in the Great War, the island
was placed under the stewardship of the Aus-
tralian government. In 1937, catastrophic erup-
tions entirely destroyed the town.

However, in January 1942, the Japanese Impe-
rial Army invaded New Guinea, capturing the ruins
of Rabaul and converting it to its primary base in
the South Pacific, specifically for naval operations
to support a planned assault on the Australian

mainland. The Japs held on, desperately, to Rabaul
until the end of the War, having constructed a for-
midable array of intricate defenses, despite huge
casualties from  persistent starvation and disease.
Paradise, throughout those years, became Hell.
More than 200,000 Japanese, Australian, and US
soldiers, sailors, and airmen died during the New
Guinea Campaign. 

With the eventual defeat of Japan, New Guinea
— or at least its eastern half, subsequently named
Papua New Guinea, or PNG (“Pee En Gee”) as it is
still affectionately called — was returned to Aus-
tralian stewardship. How much stewardship this
originally pristine backwater needed is debatable
— it was essentially just another colonial interven-
tion — but Australian management did in due
course bring stability and some measure of pros-
perity to the war torn islands, which ultimately
gained their independence with much of their orig-
inal culture intact, and a well-integrated economy
with substantial potential.

In any case, at war’s end, John Dowling was 
appointed the government’s representative as a
patrol officer, or Kiap as the position was known lo-
cally, at the distant outpost of Pomio, the principal
settlement around Jacquinot Bay.

To establish and operate a patrol post from vir-
tually nothing took a lot of ingenuity. Houses had
to be made of bush material, leftovers from the
Army, and whatever could be scrounged. The lone
Kiap, with only (well-armed) aboriginal assistants,
then became entirely responsible for administer-
ing his district, as policeman, magistrate, gaoler,
engineer, surveyor, medical officer, dentist, lawyer,
agricultural advisor, and, critically, census-taker
(which involved recording details as granular as
how many decayed molar teeth any native might
have). 

After a two-year contract expired, but in expec-
tation of renewing it, John returned to Sydney, and
called Joan for a date. She recalls, “After an enjoy-
able dinner at a city hotel, John asked me to marry
him and accompany him back to New Guinea. 
I agreed.” And: 

To celebrate, John insisted on taking me around many
city bars and buying me exotic drinks. I was not a
drinker, and this proved disastrous. I was sick in the

gutter in Angel Place. At breakfast next morning, Dad
started to berate John for keeping me out so late the
night before. I asked Dad not to go on because John
had asked me to marry him, and I had said Yes. In the
years that followed, Dad and John became very good
friends.

John and I  were married at St. Stephen’s Presbyte-
rian Church in Sydney on the 23rd of January 1948.

We went to Bundanoon (a resort in the Southern
Highland) for a fortnight’s honeymoon. John went down
with a bout of malaria soon after we got there, but 
recovered a day or two before we came home.

A busy two months followed, preparing to start 
married life on an outpost in New Britain. We sailed on
M.V. Malaita on 23rd March 1948. John and I were put in
separate cabins because accommodation was
stretched as far as possible to accommodate the peo-
ple (mostly women and children) who had been evacu-
ated during the War and were now returning. What was
normally a two-berth cabin was stretched to sleep
three people by using the daybed for one person. It was
all males or all females to a cabin. On the night of the
25th of March, we ran into the edge of a cyclone that
was moving down the coast. Two windows were bashed
in on the starboard side. Water poured in on the deck
and through the music room and the dining salon. The
crew had a big job cleaning up.

On the way up, I asked John to begin teaching me
Pidgin, but he would not. He said he wanted me to
speak it properly and that I should learn it from the na-
tives.

On the 5th of April we reached Rabaul.

From the leafy streets of Rockdale, the transi-
tion to ramshackle Rabaul was made starker by
the detritus of war littering its glorious harbor with
rotting hulls and abandoned submarine pens, and
its forlorn and dusty streets rebuilt only with tem-
porary structures on wooden frames and SisalKraft
walls, including the exotically named Cosmopoli-
tan Hotel, colorfully depicted by the new Mrs.
Dowling: 

The bedrooms of the hotel opened off a room with
chairs around the walls and a table in the middle on
which early morning tea was served. The occupants of
the bedrooms came out in their dressing gowns, helped
themselves to a cup of tea, and sat on the chairs to
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drink and chat. I was the only woman in the gathering,
John preferring a little extra sleep to the tea, until the
door of one of the bedrooms opened, and a rather
large, blousy-looking woman, who was returning to her
plantation, stood in the doorway, one hand on her hip,
the other on the doorframe. She surveyed the assem-
bled company and pronounced, “I’ve slept with every
one of you bastards, and not one of you have brought
me a cup of tea in bed!” 

Preparing for their journey to Jacquinot Bay,
the District Officer advised the Dowlings to take six
months’ provisions. On the 17th of April, they set
sail on the (nicely named) M.V. Eros, with flour in
four-gallon drums, other dry goods in bulk, and
some government furniture (tables and chairs, a
bed or two, and a “Silent Knight” kerosene refrig-
erator, a uniquely Australian cooling apparatus).

They were greeted on their arrival, during a 
torrential downpour, by a group of meris, young na-
tive women whose beautiful figures were com-
pletely naked except for a belt of bush rope
around their hips, with long dried grass tucked in
at the front and pulled between their legs. Be-
cause it was a special occasion — welcoming back
their Kiap — they sported coloured leaves resem-
bling a bustle on their behinds. Their men wore
only lap-laps, which, Mrs. Dowling frequently
notes, were occasionally rather too short to fully
conceal their anatomy.

In John’s absence, his rudimentary but gener-
ously proportioned verandahed house and nearby
dormitories for his “police boys”, surrounded by a
neat garden of jacaranda and pineapple trees, on 
a plateau overlooking the bay, had been left in the
care of a medical assistant named Robinson and
John’s native assistant Eulala, both of whom had
since disappeared, leaving the place barely habit-
able. Plus, there was a grisly murder to investigate,
ominously signified by “a huge spear with a long
shaft and a wide blade coming to a very sharp
point” at the entrance to the house, with a sign
saying “Timoip Murder Weapon”.

In the face of all that, Mrs. Dowling nonethe-
less threw herself into the effort to restore their
new home, in particular with a bolt of floral cotton
with which to make curtains.

Over time, as John went about his numerous

duties, including apprehending the Timoip mur-
derer in a blaze of rifle fire, and exhuming skele-
tons that inland people stored in the roofs of their
houses, Joan managed to acclimate herself, be-
friending the native assistants, learning pidgin,
and eventually accompanying John on his days-
long forays into the bush, and noted in her diary,
for example, her encounters with a tribal leader: 

To see how I would stand up to the long bush-walking,
John decided that we should visit Goldpaik at his village
of Sali, which is about half a day’s walk from Pomio.
Goldpaik is the paramount Lulai of the area and is a very
respected person. During the War, Goldpaik and his
tribes fought the Japs with native weapons until sup-
plies of guns and ammunition were dropped to them.
The Government has issued Goldpaik with a military 
officer-style cap with a white top with red piping and a
blue peak. He was awarded the O.B.E., and when he 
visits Rabaul he wears this on a heavy chain around his
neck.

Goldpaik was very pleased to see us. His house is
built of native material and is two-storey. He lives and
sleeps on the top floor, and his many wives live on the
dirt floor beneath. He summons the wife of his choice at
the time to join him on the top floor.

With my limited pidgin, I fraternized as best I could
with the women, and John talked with Goldpaik on 
village and district matters. I was horrified to see one of
his wives suckling a baby on one breast and a piglet at
the other. I was later to learn that this was not an 
unusual practice in the area. 

Communication beyond the plantation was
sporadic. There was no wireless at Pomio, and it
took native runners several hours to transmit mes-
sages to and from a local sawmill that had at least
a modicum of connection to the outside world.
The weather was alternately glorious and awful.
Then there were the rampant ten-foot pythons,
ever ready to devour the Dowling’s brood of chick-
ens. With some luck, they managed to shoot or 
behead the snakes, before chopping them open,
and removing the still-live chicks from their diges-
tive tract. 

And so life went on — endless toil for Joan, and
endless complications for John, particularly in the
area of census-taking: 

As far as planning and limiting families is concerned,
the natives here have the whole matter controlled. The
important men in the village decide who is allowed to
have babies and how many. They do not allow more 
piccaninnies to be born than their village can feed com-
fortably. I believe the administering of contraception is
in the hands of several old meris in the village, and it is
the root of a certain plant they use. They give it out in
various quantitites to the young meris to eat and 
according to the dosage it renders them unable to 
conceive for one month, two months, or an overdose
that makes them sterile altogether. They purposely
make some meris permanently unable to have children.
Of course, they don’t give out any information as to the
exact root or dosage they use, but they certainly get re-
sults. The birthrate is amazingly low, and John is always
getting on to them to have more children, and so, of
course, is the Catholic father. 

The Catholic father in fact plays quite a role in
the Dowling saga, the third institutional figure be-
side the Kiap and the Lulai responsible for organiz-
ing Papuan society. The New Guinea natives are,
though in a most peculiar way, widely Christian-
ized, but, still, their big thing is the sing-sing, an oc-
casional days-and-nights-long local ritual involving
conical headgear, much paint, many feathers,
magical wands, and a great deal of violent shaking
and yelling by “Big Daddies”, in which tribes from
all over congregate to peacefully share traditions.

THE KING OF COPRA

John and I were very happy together. We admired each
other. We respected each other. We loved each other.
We were two people brought up in a suburb of Sydney
and felt that together we could cope with what for us
was a very unusual life. 
—  Joan Dowling

When John Dowling’s second two-year term as
Kiap of Pomio was coming to an end, he believed it
unlikely that his contract would again be renewed,
and if it was it would be to somewhere even more
remote and inhospitable. And they had grown to
love Pomio.

The opportunity arose to lease a plantation at a
distant location named Kolai, which they took, but

also to buy, from a certain Herr Rundnagel, a 
German farmer interned during the War, an aban-
doned and heavily overgrown coconut operation
named “Wunung” on Jacquinot Bay itself. A tough
negotiator, Rundnagel eventually though reluc-
tantly agreed to a price based on the Dowling’s
meager savings.

That deal was sealed in Rabaul, where the 
couple welcomed Joan’s younger sister Beryl on a
visit from Sydney. While showing her the sights,
they ran into Eulala, the native boy who had disap-
peared at the time of their own arrival two years
previously, and who they then re-hired.

The group headed to Pomio amidst ten days’
relentless rain. When they arrived, they made their
way to a very big sing-sing, the inauguration of
which took place in perfect weather. “The natives
are uncanny,” wrote Joan. “I wish they could give
our forecasters a few tips.”: 

There was a terrific amount of food at the sing-sing, and
identical lots of the surplus were marked to go to each
adjacent village in the area. The food that was to be
sent as presents contained taro, coconuts, sugar cane,
beetle nuts, and bananas. We were presented with two
legs of pig which we accepted with thanks. After a
minor famine of fresh meat, the legs of pig were very
welcome. 

With Kolai and Wunung theirs, the Dowlings set
to work restoring their tattered, newly acquired
dwellings with scavenged materials, dealing with
infestations of murderous land crabs and giant
snakes, keeping their ancient outboard motor up
and running against all odds, hiring native help,
dealing with downpours and drainage, weathering
bouts of malaria, reconciling themselves to con-
tinuous earth tremors, and any number of other
major and minor inconveniences. Of her early days
at Wunung, Joan wrote, stoically: 

I have planted quite a few flowers in beds around the
house, and we have quite a few pot plants scattered
about. The pots are bomb casings.

Our “little” house is quite unique. It is erected over
the sea at the end of a stone jetty, so we have our own
sewerage system provided by nature. We have two
nanny goats and a billy goat of whom I am not very fond.
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One day when I wanted to use the facility rather ur-
gently he stood at the top of the jetty outside the toilet
door with his big curly horns, looking most intimidating.

We have bought our first pig from a local village, and
she is established in a big yard made of arc mesh. Won-
derful stuff this arc mesh. We have it for our house, the
fowl house, the pig yard, and as a fence around our 
vegetable garden and for all sorts of odd jobs. 

Meantime, John was hiring contract labor to 
rehabilitate and support the operation of the 
coconut farms, the end product of which was the
cash crop known as copra. Protein-rich copra, 
produced in vast quantities almost exclusively on
the islands of the southwest Pacific, is fed to live-
stock all over the world. Processing the stuff —
dried coconut meat — is a complex operation re-
quiring harvesting, extraction, carefully calibrated
heating, drying, and storage, and eventual delivery,
all subject, in the Dowlings’ case, to the extreme
isolation of the whole undertaking. 

John was apparently very pleased, at least,
with the condition of the coconuts, which bode
well for the enterprise. He also began establishing
a trade store at which his laborers and others
could buy essentials.

The Dowlings’ closest neighbor in this wilder-
ness was the “Father”, who ran a Catholic mission
at Marken and whose pinnace was the only regu-
larly available vessel for transiting the open seas.
Occasionally, a big ship would appear, in one 
instance a surprise visit from their old friend the
“Eros”:

She was on her way to Rabaul from Kandrian with Mick
Foley and his prisoners from the Robinson murder.
There were thirty of them and a horrible looking mob
they were. One dealt the death blow, which killed
Robinson [the medical assistant who had disappeared
two years before] instantly by hurling a tomahawk at the
back of his neck, the another one split his skull with a
tomahawk and the rest hopped in and speared him.
Then the meris had their turn and slashed the body with
bush knives. Mercifully, Robinson did not know anything
about the body mutilation, the first blow having killed
him instantly. I understand that the reason Mr. Robin-
son was murdered was so the perpetrators could steal
the trade goods he was carrying.

Such dramatic events as this aside, life for the
Dowlings did stabilize over time into a manageable
routine, dinners with the “Father” (who on one 
occasion provided “the tail half of a lovely marlin,
two bottles of Australian beer, and a nice tin of
sweets”) and their nearest friends the Reids, rais-
ing nine pigs, teaching their “boys” to read and
write English, gossiping with native leaders, caring
for trees (frangipani, hibiscus, orange, kapok,
lemon, banana, and guava), and a great deal of
sewing meri blouses and well-hemmed lap-laps.
Plus: 

We have a dinner bell now — Petros the houseboy’s idea
and handiwork. It is an inverted cigarette tin with a
piece of iron hung inside for a tongue and is suspended
on one of the rafters in the dining room. It is worked by
pulling a piece of string in the kitchen. The first time we
heard the tinny clatter we wondered what it was, and
got a good laugh out of it when we investigated. The bell
is quite an institution now and is the accepted signal for
meals. It is an acceptable, if unmusical affair. …

Petros announced one morning that the chickens
were wearing shoes, and brought one in to show me.
They had evidently been paddling alternately in wheat-
meal and water, and the wheatmeal had set in a hard
mass about the feet of each of them. They did indeed
look as though they were wearing shoes.

As the copra operation was rapidly building up
steam (and copra’s market price was rising), Joan
would periodically venture away from the house
with John to survey the progress throughout the
estate, with a stop along the coast at what the 
natives called the “water-get-up”: 

The waterfall is a truly amazing sight — crystal pure
water gushes out of a huge hole in the side of a moun-
tain. The fall after it leaves the rock cavern is not so
great, about fifteen feet perhaps, but the rate at which
the water tumbles out —  hundreds of gallons a second,
night and day, year in and year out  — is never, according
to the natives any more or less. The rock through which
the water issues is grey coral and tucked in all the little
nooks and crannies are delicate little ferns and lily-like
plants dripping with a light. The water, cold and pure, is
thought to be an underground river discharging itself,
which the natives say does not come to the surface at

any other place, and flows in a swift running stream with
a sandy bottom into the ocean. Julius Lundin, a skipper
of many years of ships along this coast, says that in
calm weather ships can stand out about half a mile and
pull up fresh drinking water from over the side.

All was not necessarily that heavenly. Between
bouts of malaria, John had to make regular and
risky trips out to his Kolai plantation, usually in the
“Father’s” reliable pinnace. Joan, with her ancient
meri helper Lucy, was preoccupied with what had
become a veritable animal hospital, and there
were constant labour problems — boys feigning ill-
ness to get out of work, boys running back to their
tribal villages before their contracts expired. Wait-
ing sometimes months for ships to pick-up prod-
uct, acute shortages of sugar and, as important,
the stick tobacco to which the work line was ad-
dicted, and petty and noisome occasional govern-
ment inspections that usually involved arbitrary
fines, plus rough seas and bad weather all added
to the list of woes of working in the wilderness.

But a happy event ensued. Joan found herself
expecting. With a dearth of local facilities, and well
into her third trimester, she finally made the trip
back to Sydney to give birth, on the 12th of Febru-
ary 1950, to a son, Stephen. Because of post-natal
complications, it was nearly eight months before
mother and son returned to PNG on the first flying
boat to land at Jacquinot Bay since the War.

Though the copra plantation was by then flour-
ishing, the couple decided that Wunung was hardly
the place to raise an infant (“When John was away
and Stephen and I were alone on the plantation, I
used to load my German Luger pistol and sleep
with it under my pillow”).

John had left for an extended visit to Rabaul, in
their newly acquired ex-Army patrol boat (the
“Susan”), throughout which he was incommuni-
cado. Returning on the 24th of December, as Joan
was fearing a lonely Christmas, she had just lit the
kerosene lamps in the house as daylight was fad-
ing when she heard one of the work boys fishing on
the beach cry out “Sail-O, Sail-O”: 

I picked Stephen up and ran to the beach, and on the
horizon were the red and green pin pricks of port and
starboard lights of a small ship headed into the bay and

towards our house. It HAD to be the “Susan” — and it
was!

It was dark by the time the ship berthed. John was a
veritable Father Christmas with the presents he had
bought from the proceeds of the copra he had taken to
Rabaul. There were toys for Stephen, a handsome
porcelain pressure lamp for me, Christmas rations for
the labour line, and Christmas goodies for us to eat. 

Then I learned what had prolonged the trip.

In Rabaul, John had found a potential buyer for
the plantation — Harry Bode, from Honiara in the
Solomon Islands — who had the wildly impractical
idea to grow cocoa there. 

THE REGENT OF RABAUL

Had it been left to me, I would not have got the sale. 
I lost patience with Harry Bode, but John kept his cool
and eventually the sale was made.
—  Joan Dowling

The Dowlings bought a modest house on the 
industrial side of Rabaul with a big front yard con-
taining a Quonsett hut, and a big back yard with
boys’ quarters.

John’s first project was to buy Island Motors
and secure the Holden dealership. Holdens, manu-
factured by the Australian arm of General Motors,
though known for “barely holden together”, were
lucrative commodities, though not as lucrative as
the Datsuns for which he later acquired the PNG
franchise. 

Next, he started Rabaul’s first taxi company. 
And with his intimate knowledge of the intrica-

cies of copra production, he pioneered a unique
and highly efficient reconditioning and storage
process that transformed the local industry. Until
she was pregnant again, Joan pretty much ran that
operation.

Then, contrary to his misgivings when dealing
with Harry Bode, he finally latched onto the poten-
tial for cocoa cultivation. He coerced, bullied, and
finally forced the natives to grow the stuff, and
ended up making a small fortune for himself and
providing a bonanza for the local producers, who
now had money to spend (typical Tolai, who were
in John’s view naturalborn businessmen, would
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carry £1,500–£2,000 in silver money — Marks,
Holey Dollars, etc. sometimes wrapped in fuses of
£5 and sometimes loose — which to spend they
counted out exactly down to the last shilling).

A successsion of entrepreneurial enterprises
followed: Rabaul Investments Ltd., opening, on
Rabaul’s main street Mango Avenue, a succession
of successful businesses, including Colyers (“the
biggest store the town had seen”), a sports goods
store, a music store, a news agency, a pharmacy,
and, at Joan’s urging, a shoe store, which she
agreed to run; and three hotels, the “Ascot”, the
“Rabaul Travel Inn”, and the “Travelodge” to sup-
plement the disreputable “Cosmopolitan” and
service a sudden stream of cruise ships.

Next, he set out to revitalize the town’s seedy
Chinatown, and build both a golf course and a
Methodist church, but failed — in one of his few en-
trepreneurial miscalculations — to get a race-
course going at the foot of Mount Vulcan (“the
horses were brought by people who had no knowl-
edge of the racing game, and there were too many
vampire sandflies!”).  

Meanwhile, Joan was again expecting: 

By the time Susan was due to be born Stephen was at-
tending a European-run kindergarten, so when my first
pains started very early in the morning, I got up and
packed Stephen’s lunch and woke John to take me up
to Namanula Hospital. The hospital was on a hill above
the town and was still constructed of SisalKraft paper
over a wooden frame. Matron Hanion was in charge, and
after examining me she said, “Yes, you are ready. I will
ring the doctor.” She soon came back to me and said,
“The doctor will not be coming. He is too drunk. I will
deliver the baby.” By 11 a.m. I was able to ’phone John
and tell him that we had a healthy, beautiful girl.  

As the Dowling family prospered in Rabaul,
John took on a succession of civic duties and com-
mercial undertakings. He became a lieutenant in
the Papua New Guinea Volunteer Rifles. He estab-
lished Island Enterprises (N.G.) Ltd, and New
Guinea Finance, Ltd., was Chairman of A.N.G. Hold-
ings Ltd., Burns Philip & Co. Ltd., Makurapau Es-
tates, Ltd., Sogeri Rubber Plantations, Ltd., Bali
Corporation, Ltd., and was a director of Collins and
Leahy Holdings, Ltd., Crusader Oil, Ltd., Q.B.E. 

Insurance, Ltd., Ross Mining International Pty.,
Ltd., Toyota Trucks South Pacific Holdings Pty, Ltd.,
William Charlick Ltd., Mining International, Pty,
Ltd., and Plantations Holdings Ltd. He was Chair-
man of the Rabaul Town Advisory Council and
President of  Rabaul Chamber of Commerce. He
served a term as Mayor of Rabaul, during which he
made many improvements to the town, in particu-
lar paving and lining with trees its main thorough-
fares, though he declined repeated pressure to be
re-elected. In due course, he took on bigger re-
sponsibilities: he was appointed to the Advisory
Committee of the Reserve Bank of Australia and
was a founding director of the Papua New Guinea
Banking Corporation. (How many board meetings
can a bloke attend?)

Reliably flush and reconnected with the out-
side world, the Dowlings acquired a large water-
front block on the pleasant side of Rabaul, and
built a “really good home after living all our lives in
makeshift ones.” After Stephen and later Susan, to
neither theirs nor their parents’ pleasure, went off
to boarding school back in Australia (in the ab-
sence of decent secondary education in PNG),
John and Joan bought another house in Sydney to
be close to the children when they visited, but the
kids preferred to come back to Rabaul. There, at
the house named “Sipaia” by their houseboy
Olemule, a large lawn went down to the harbour. 

We didn’t want to plant anything large in front of the
house that would spoil our view of the water. One of the
Fathers from the Vunapope Catholic mission suggested
that we should plant bougainvilleas in heavy cement
pots. He assured us that having their roots restricted in
the pots would keep the plants to dwarf size. Father
was right, and John made it his project to have the
whole front area dotted by dwarf bougainvilleas. It was
very spectacular.  

Surrounded as it was by active volcanoes,
earth tremors in Rabaul were regular occurrences,
and disaster was always on the horizon. One par-
ticular tsunami flooded the ground floor of “Sipaia”
almost up to the ceiling. The bougainvilleas were
all swept to sea.

Nonetheless, Joan expected to stay in Rabaul
forever, but John was expanding his business 

interests and travelling frequently. As a director 
of New Guinea Goldfields at Wau, in the highlands
of the main island, he always thought the company
could be run better. He asked Joan if she would
move there. She objected that he knew nothing
about gold mining (at least in the literal sense). He
said he would learn, and apparently he did — the
hard way.

Meantime, Queen Elizabeth II paid a visit:  

The Queen and Prince Philip, accompanied by Princess
Ann and Capt. Mark Phillips, who had recently married,
visited Rabaul, and John and I were invited to the indoor
reception to greet the Royal party and then be present
at the outdoor firedance afterwards. Before the recep-
tion, we were all instructed that we should not initiate
any conversation with the Royals, a convention John
violated when he spontaneously complimented
Princess Ann on her dress. I thought he had made an
awful faux pas and felt like sinking through the floor.
The princess looked at John sharply, but evidently real-
izing his remark was genuinely felt, broke into a big
smile and said, “Thank you, thank you very much, we
don’t often get such compliments.”

The night was quite dark and the logs through which
the natives danced and pranced burned brightly, the
flames coming up to their knees. But none of them got
burned. Their feet seemed immune to the fire.

For the Dowlings, however, after years in the
hot, humid climate of New Britain, the move to the
cool Highlands was a relief, but travel in the inte-
rior was more challenging, and the native culture
something else to reckon with. 

The first Saturday we were in Wau, John was straighten-
ing up the garden when a line of about eight natives
walked up beside the creek on the other side of the
house to the visitor accommodation, and then down
our long front yard to the road to town, their leader, as
he passed, giving John a friendly greeting of “Good-day,
Masta, mi pela go straitim all something.” All the natives
were carrying weapons, but in this area that was not un-
usual. In the afternoon, John was again in the front gar-
den when the same group returned. Their leader, now
very pleased with himself, said “Apinoon, Masta, all
something I strait now.” 

The next day we learned that the group had broken

into the local calaboose and killed the only prisoner
incarcerated there, because they thought that the
prison sentence he had been given was too light. 

The Dowlings stayed in Wau for five years,
vastly expanding the gold mining operations, until
an unsolicited offer was made to acquire the com-
pany — one that Joan says “could only be 
accepted”.

Thus, they prepared to say goodbye to New
Guinea, and, after their thirty-plus years there, in
1980 moved back to Sydney where, in their sprawl-
ing Kenmore home, John interviewed his business
visitors on the front verandah, and Joan was the
morning/afternoon tea lady. 

Over the next four decades, Stephen advanced the
“songline” established by his mother and father, at
least in business. Imbued with a sense of gratitude
for an idyllic upbringing in PNG and a responsibility
to preserve the “stories” (legend, if you will),
Stephen has endeavoured to conserve John and
Joan’s legacy. As he and Georgina have expanded
their family, he became determined to record the
family’s history and tradition. As an avid collector
and patron of contemporary art, a specifically 
visual record seemed a natural solution. Paul 
Harbutt’s ambitious project illustrated herein is
the apotheosis of Stephen’s own vision and devo-
tion to that task.

_______

The British Empire was the most expansive and
populous, though far from the most enduring 
empire in human history, and as fashionable as it
is nowadays — half a century since its demise — to
demonize its exploitation of distant cultures, it 
remains an object of fascination, perhaps because
although the political arrangements it sustained
are all but dead, the uniquely British imperial con-
ception still exerts an extraordinary degree of 
cultural influence. The British dominions, while
now far more cosmopolitan and having to a large
degree integrated aboriginal populations, are 
essentially still run according to British parliamen-
tary traditions. British business principles pervade
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the global system. Even the most rebellious
colony, the United States, bases its legal system
on British Common Law. British educational meth-
ods have been adopted in countless now fully 
independent countries, and, of course, the English
language is ubiquitous.

The enormous privileges British colonists en-
joyed in many regions of the Empire, in for example
the Indian subcontinent, south and east Africa,
and indeed the Antipodes were aberrations. But
the eventual propsperity that resulted from that
structure indisputable, and the process was rarely
as brutal as the regimes of some other European
colonial powers. 

New Guinea, so totally isolated from the “civi-
lized” world, may — it could be argued — have been
better left alone in its pristine and not unsophisti-
cated backwardness, and while the Dowlings
would not have made their fortune, it wouldn’t
have mattered much to the rest of us.

But people like John and Joan, however com-
mercially motivated, took huge risks and endured
formidable hardship to build a life there, with the
empathy and enterprise to advance the prosperity
and comfort of the indigenous population too,
without forcing them to altogether forsake their
culture, and without destroying what is surely still
among the most unspoiled, and beautiful land-
scapes anywhere on the planet. PNG is also now a
rapidly growing and stable democracy (its popula-
tion increased almost fifty percent in the first
decade of this century, so it’s hard to know what
happened to all those contraceptive potions un-
less the Father got his way — the island is now sub-
stantially Christianized). Tribal life and customs
are explicitly acknowledged by the Constitution,
and villages and indigenous communities, with no
access to global capital, remain the bedrock units
of an extraordinarily diverse but cohesive society. 

_______

Three months before Papua New Guinea gained its
independence, on the 16th of September 1975,
John Dowling received one of Britain’s highest 
honours, the M.B.E. (Member of the Most Excellent
Order of the British Empire).

On the 26th of August 1994, John Dowling died
in Brisbane, Australia. 

Twenty-four days later, on the 19th of Septem-
ber 1994, Tavurvur and Vulcan erupted once again.
This time the town of Rabaul was entirely 
destroyed under a pile of volcanic ash, and has
since been moreorless abandoned.

— John Isaacs

Figure 2
Paul Harbutt, End of the World, 2004 (annotations added)
Casein, mixed media, mounted on canvas 
90 x 125 cm (35 x 49”)
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Plate 1
Portrait of Francis Berry
Oil on canvas
23 x 18 cm (9 x 7”) 
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Plate 2
Portrait of Stephen’s maternal ancestor
Oil on canvas
51 x 41 cm (20 x 16”)
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Plate 3
John James Berry (First World War)
Oil on canvas
30 x 41  cm (12 x 16”)



3534

Plate 4
Portrait of John James Berry
Oil on canvas
30 x 23 cm (12 x 9”)
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Plate 5
Stephen’s paternal ancestor on the “Sydney Express”
Oil on canvas
20 x 15 cm (8 x 6”)
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Plate 6
Graphium Weiskei from PNG
Oil on canvas
13 x 15 cm (5 x 6”)

Plate 7
Postcard memento of James John Berry
Oil on canvas
30 x 23 cm (12 x 9”)
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Plate 8
Ancestral family pets
Oil on canvas
30 x 23 cm (12 x 9”)
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Plate 9
Douglas DC3 airliner
Oil on canvas
23 x 30 cm (9 x 12”)
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Plate 10
John Keith Dowling on furlough 
Oil on canvas
25 x 20 cm (10 x 8”)
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Plate 11
Delias Aruna from PNG
Oil on canvas
13 x 18 cm (5 x 7”)

Plate 12
Joan and John Keith Dowling, 1948 departure to PNG
Oil on canvas
23 x 15 cm (9 x 6”)



4948

Plate 13
End of war with Japan
Oil on canvas
23 x 15 cm (9 x 6”)

Plate 14
The Malaita
Oil on canvas
30 x 41 cm (12 x 16”)
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Plate 15
John Keith Dowling, army training
Oil on canvas
23 x 30 cm (9 x 12”)
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Plate 16
Joan and John Keith Dowling, wedding day
Oil and mixed media on canvas
00 x 00 cm (00” x 00”)
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Plate 18
John and Muriel departing for PNG
Oil on canvas
30 x 41 cm (12 x 16”)

Plate 17
Papilio Ulysses from PNG
Oil on canvas
15 x 20 cm (6 x 8”)
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Plate 19
A tribesman from PNG
Oil on canvas
15 x 20 cm (6 x 8”)
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Plate 20
Katolic
Oil on canvas
23 x 15 cm (9 x 6”)

Plate 21
First home in PNG 
Oil on canvas
25 x 30 cm (10 x 12”)
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Plate 22
Practical Planting
Oil on canvas
25 x 20 cm (10 x 8”)

Plate 23
John and Joan’s boat in PNG
Oil on canvas
23 x 30 cm (9 x 12”)
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Plate 25
Volcano, Rabual PNG
Oil on canvas
41 x 51 cm (16 x 20”)

Plate 24
Delias Neipelti from PNG
Oil on canvas
10 x 15 cm (4 x 6”)
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Plate 27
John Keith Dowling in PNG
Oil on canvas
117 x 91 cm (46 x 36”)

Plate 26
John’s ensign for PNG
Oil on canvas
20 x 20 cm (8 x 8”)
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Plate 28
PNG tribesman
Oil on canvas
8 x 8 cm (3 x 3”)

Plate 29
PNG tribesman
Oil on canvas
8 x 8 cm (3 x 3”)
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Plate 30
Troides euphorion
Oil on canvas
15 x 20 cm (6 x 8”)

Plate 31
Young Joan 
Oil on canvas
61 x 46 cm (24 x 18”)
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Plate 32
J.K. Dowling & Co.
Oil on canvas
41 x 51 cm (16 x 20”)
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Plate 34
Parrot
Oil on canvas
20 x 15 cm (8 x 6”)

Plate 33
Petros in Rabual, 1960
Oil on canvas
15 x 15 cm (6 x 6”)
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Plate 35
Pontiac Chieftain, circa 1954
Oil on canvas
25 x 30 cm (10 x 12”)
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Plate 36
Joan and Stephen 
Oil and mixed media on canvas
91 x 76 cm (36 x 30”)
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Plate 37
Phoenix Assurance PNG
Oil on canvas
25 x 30 cm (10 x 12”)
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Plate 38
Bird of paradise
Oil on canvas
36 x 28 cm (14 x 11”)
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Plate 39
Stephen and Susan 
Oil on canvas
41 x 51 cm (16 x 20”)
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Plate 40
Stephen and Joan playing with the dog
Oil on canvas
23 x 30 cm (9 x 12”)
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Plate 41
John’s coffee company in PNG
Oil on canvas
51 x 41 cm (20 x 16”)
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Plate 42
Matupit Motors
Oil on canvas
28 x 36 cm (11 x 14”)
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Plate 43
Polyura Jupiter from PNG
Oil on canvas
10 x 15 cm (4 x 6”)

Plate 44
The canoe in Tovarua, PNG
Oil on canvas
15 x 20 cm (6 x 8”)
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Plate 45
Stephen John Dowling, passport 1970
Oil on canvas
20 x 15 cm (8 x 6”)



9594

Plate 46
Rabaul Garage
Oil on canvas
28 x 36 cm (11 x 14”)
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Plate 47
Annette from high school
Oil on canvas
30 x 23 cm (12 x 9”)
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Plate 48
Susan Joan Dowling
Oil on canvas
36 x 28 cm (14 x 11”)
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Plate 49
German administration postage stamp, PNG
Oil on canvas
10 x 10 cm (4 x 4”)

Plate 50
Consolidated PBY Catalina Flying Boat
Oil on canvas
20 x 20 cm (8 x 8”)
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Plate 51
Young Georgina
Oil and mixed media on canvas
91 x 76 cm (36 x 30”)
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Plate 52
Stephen’s Car
Oil on canvas
20 x 25 cm (8 x 10”)
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Plate 53
Villa Fyn, Lake Como
Oil on canvas
23 x 30 cm (9 x 12”)
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Plate 54
‘ALKIRA’
Oil on canvas
30 x 41cm (12 x 16”)
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Plate 55
Emma, Rebecca, and Melissa
Oil on canvas
91 x 76 cm (36 x 30”)
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Artists are few and far between who armed with
skill and authority can genuinely distill the canon
of art – eastern, western, and beyond – into a com-
prehensive and consistently invigorating vision. 

The artist Paul Harbutt’s hand conjures up and
honors traditions reaching back to the Song 
Dynasty, the Quattrocento, Breugel and Velasquez,
through Goya and Van Gogh, to the modern mas-
ters Picasso, de Chirico, Morandi, and Balthus,
with aboriginal elements thrown into the mix, in
the production of a vast body of work distin-
guished by ferocious virtuosity and luminous 
vitality.

Harbutt is a North Londoner born in the mid-
1940s, as am I. Our lifetimes, following parallel and
occasionally closely converging paths, have been
defined most of all by extraordinary acceleration in
access to, and the distribution of knowledge (in-
cluding the ability to travel, quickly and affordably,
anywhere in the world), so that much of the
world’s store of information, theorizing, and opin-
ion, has now become a common resource, avail-
able, out of the ether, to all. To this we might add
access to underlying mental and mystical experi-
ences facilitated by psychotropic substances. This
entire development, likely to be complicated by
the widespread introduction of robots, may well
represent a spiritual revolution yet to be precisely
codified. It has been a fascinating era to witness.

Harbutt’s work reflects this expansion of 
consciousness (and for the most part avoids sub-
sidiary, purely social concerns), and to it he brings
the formidable force of his own peculiar and wild
imagination. 

In its complexity, his art, which primarily ad-
dresses original issues, both biological and psy-
chological, can be described, overall, as
metaphysical in both approach and execution. 

How he has managed to propel his creative
skills to release such original emanations address-
ing complex questions is itself a complex ques-
tion, the answer to which can best be achieved by
examining the roots and trajectory of his career. 

In the immediate aftermath of the Second
World War, mainly through the efforts of the singu-
larly uncharismatic but visionary leader Clement
Atlee, there were inklings of social renewal within
a physically and emotionally decimated Britain. 

Intellectually and culturally, as well as actually,
London remained for many years a bombed out
shell of its former glory — a sprawling, dreary,
smog-filled metropolis, where life for almost
everybody was a daily, tedious grind. 

99 Arthur Road, where Harbutt spent his child-
hood, was an undistinguished though not unpretty
Edwardian-era dwelling on an anonymous street in
Edmonton, a rather remote north London neigh-
borhood, with a peculiarly large tree that looks like
an alien, its roots hidden by pavement, at the
south entrance to the street. Whether he was
aware of it or not, I ask whether this tree, in all its
incongruity, may have been a factor in fashioning
Harbutt’s outlook on life. It certainly stands out as
a symbol of plenitudinous vitality in a barren,
bland, brick-faced landscape. 

The Tree of Life, a mystical symbol and as such a
conceptual model of reality, is a central element of
several of the world’s spiritual traditions. It de-
picts the pattern in which Creation manifests, from
unity to disruption and back again to order and
unity, at every level of temporal reality. The human
journey, presumably just one component of the
whole unique spectacle that comprises existence,
is correspondingly described, in the Kabbalist in-
terpretation, as a struggle to retrieve, through the
accumulation of experience, the pure integration
we enjoyed as infants but subsequently lost. Inno-
cence, through struggle and disorder, may thus
eventually be transformed into wisdom.  

Another, related mystical concept is described
in the Buddhist tradition as “alaya” conscious-
ness. “Alaya” means “full”. The “Himalaya” is full of
snow; a mature human is full of awareness. But in
the process of accumulating experience, our con-
sciousness naturally issues a stream of imagina-
tion and fantasy, like sizzling seltzer, until at last
the glass is full. When our consciousness is fully
developed, it ceases to fantasize and is tranquil,
like pure still spring water. Such is the aim of Bud-
dhist practitioners, and such, I believe, is the per-
haps unconscious aim of artists: to pour forth their
imagination in an effort to finally subdue it. One
wonders how much Michelangelo, Il Divino, who
died shortly before his ninetieth birthday, had left
to express.

The Tree in the Outback
of Consciousness

Figure 3
Wendy Waltzing Matilda Down by the Billabong, 2016
Oil on canvas
173 x 152 cm (68 x 60”)
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Paul Harbutt’s is an imagination of such in-
tense activity and fluorescence, that at times it
seems like an unstoppable dance. Loquacious
though he is, Harbutt’s language is less poetic
than punctuated by anecdotes and superlatives.
Whatever he’s tapping into — his personal experi-
ence or the collective unconscious — Harbutt 
reserves his eloquence for, and articulates the
continual escalation of his imagination through
the lyrical pirouettes — more flamenco than ballet
— of his brush. 

Harbutt’s parents each had near-death experi-
ences during the War: his mother, a southern Eng-
lander, was almost killed in an Anderson shelter
during the Blitz (his grandmother actually was, 
before her daughter’s eyes); his father, a York-
shireman, serving in the Navy on his way to India,
miraculously survived a devastating torpedo at-
tack. His paternal grandfather, a glassblower by
trade, had connections to London’s underworld. 
A distant relative invented “Plasticine”, a mal-
leable clay widely employed by schoolchildren in
art projects.

At 99 Arthur Road, there was no electricity, hot
water, or bathroom. Father Harbutt, a factory
worker, listened to football matches on a radio
powered by a car battery (though there was no
car), and yearned to return to sea, a prospect
Mother Harbutt resisted strenuously. No great
sports enthusiast, young Paul’s only memory of
the one match he actually attended at the local
White Hart Lane stadium was of the cold (“My fa-
ther would cup my head in his huge hands to keep
me warm.”). Mother Harbutt was “incredibly cre-
ative”: she suffered from nightmares, and her relief
was to paint pictures in the wee hours. Sometime
in his childhood, she gave her son a pocket book
about Picasso. He himself was thus prompted to
paint, and at the age of twelve sold his first work
for five shillings – not a bad start in those days. Re-
gardless of hardships, neither Father nor Mother
held any deep religious beliefs, but they stayed in
a loving relationship and died within a year of each
other at the same age some fifteen years ago.

Harbutt attended All Saints, a run-of-the-mill
Church of England primary school at the far end of
another nondescript north London street, but
completed his education at Latymer School,

a long-established and somewhat renowned insti-
tution that lists among its other alumni, the enter-
tainer Bruce Forsyth, the anarcho-communist
writer Albert Meltzer, and the artificial intelligence
pioneer Yorick Wilks. 

As the 1960s dawned, with his eleven-plus ex-
amination under his belt and his formidable draw-
ing abilities, he managed to gain a spot at the
Harrow School of Art, as had Stones’ drummer
Charlie Watts, the groundbreaking impresario 
Malcolm McLaren (who went on to produce The
Sex Pistols, perhaps the most courageous band of
our time), and his wife Vivienne Westwood, who —
along with Barbara Hulanicki — not many years
later, was most responsible for transforming fash-
ion from an elitist to a popular preoccupation.
Such figures were driving forces of much that
would exude from the creative cauldron that 
London was about to become.

Harbutt, while as an adolescent honing his
painting skills, spent his free time (such as it was:
he had an awfully long daily commute) in libraries,
painstakingly absorbing himself in the history of
art, era by era, nurturing his predilections. In his
family’s newly acquired flat in only slightly more
fashionable Enfield, Mother Harbutt installed
brightly colored contemporary furniture, and
copied over reproductions of Impressionist mas-
ters before hanging them as originals, to comple-
ment the decor. 

Meanwhile, in the Britain of the early 1960s, art
making remained a distinctly fringe occupation, in
which it took a lot of daring and rolling of the dice
to succeed. While Francis Bacon was at the peak
of his powers, the gallery circuit was still staunchly
traditionalist, and even Bacon had a tough time
making ends meet. Henry Moore and Barbara 
Hepworth and Victor Passmore were pretty much
only regurgitating their own brilliance. Bridget
Riley and Anthony Caro were arduously formalizing
America’s obsession with abstraction. Innovators
like the Rogers, Hilton and Coleman, if not side-
lined, certainly struggled. London’s art schools,
dumping grounds for bright students who failed
their A-levels, represented a fairly dreary scene:
overqualified teachers, with no other means to
make a living, educating kids with impossible
chances to succeed in a deeply stratified society.

The future was hardly bright for British art.
Until The Beatles. Virtually overnight, between

1963 and 1964, the national culture was trans-
formed. Creative expression, in the broadest
sense, became paramount, with a dynamism and
popular reach hitherto unheard of. As pioneer
artists of the 1950s like Richard Hamilton, Peter
Blake, Eduardo Paolozzi, and Ron Kitaj twigged on
to this abounding energy, they suddenly became
stars in their own right, and thus Pop Art finally
came into its own. The determinedly anarchic 
Institute of Contemporary Arts opened on Lon-
don’s Mall, and Gilbert and George presented
themselves as “living sculptures”, inaugurating
the idea of performance art. David Hockney, a
Yorkshire kid with a whole new palette of observa-
tional skills, illustrated the process, becoming a
major sensation himself (Hockney’s “Mr. and Mrs.
Clark and Percy” became the seminal image of
the times and a landmark of illustrative style). The
exotic Frenchman Balthus, a major influence on
Harbutt, had his first retrospective at the Tate, the
bastion of British art. Most importantly, as the
1960s progressed, there arose a viable market for
artists.

Thus did the tired, weary city demonstrate an
extraordinary recovery that became an inspiration
to the world. Culture as well as economics re-
deemed its place at the center of life, no longer a
mere fringe benefit. To the students at the Harrow
School of Art, in the distant suburbs, the giddy 
seductions of the city naturally beckoned.

As an aside, I myself was at that time exploring
Europe, in particular behind the Iron Curtain,
which, congenitally deprived of culture, was
deeply depressing. I pivoted back to its more con-
genial provinces, and took a job as a deckboy on a
merchant ship sailing out of Hamburg on its ritual
run to North America (the Herlofson shipping
company paid me 25 cents an hour for my hard
work, which, believe it or not, kept me well-sup-
plied in duty-free cigarettes and whisky). I first 
arrived in New York on a cold and foggy April
morning, when the skies lifted and the Statue of
Liberty and Lower Manhattan emerged out of the
mist, and landed at Smith and 9th Street in Brook-
lyn. I took the subway into Manhattan, and, walk-
ing up Broadway, was surprised, if not impressed,

how clean, content, and well-oiled as a society
America seemed, compared to Europe. 

Harbutt took a different tack. After Harrow,
without, I gather, ever having travelled much, ex-
cept for his exceptionally long commute, he left
Enfield altogether, found digs for himself in 
Battersea, and landed a job in an advertising
agency run by the visionary illustrator Eric Pulford.
Downtons was Britain’s premier film advertising
agency, churning out publicity for all the major
distributors. Pulford’s genius was to hire excep-
tionally gifted illustrators and typographers,
among them many young Italian artists, the most
brilliant of whom was Renato Fratini, whose
poster for “From Russia with Love” is iconic.
Fratini’s style, by today’s standards, borders on
kitsch, but in his time he was rightfully considered
a master of seemingly effortless narrative illustra-
tion, his painterly style giving extraordinary vigor,
panache, and appeal to visual ciphers. In due
course, Harbutt became Fratini’s sidekick, and
started to make rather a good living and, quite the
dandy, living a very good life swinging from restau-
rant to restaurant, bar to bar, and club to club in
the company of the high rollers of the commercial
art scene, as, so he tells it, “the youngest illustra-
tor in London”, represented by the talent outfit
Artist Partners, at hundreds of pounds a gig. (Had
I known him at the time, I’d surely have been
awed and envious.)

In fact, I was by then just across town deep in
the study of philosophy, and in particular the phi-
losophy of art, at University College, under the
generous mentorship of my professor, Richard
Wollheim, to whom I was devoted, distant though
he could occasionally be. Our weekly tutorials at
his studio in Kensington were often joined by
David Hockney, his neighbor, who would meander
in, in his bathrobe, with cigarette and morning
drink in hand, and not say a word. (Later, in the
1980s, Harbutt, Hockney, and the great Roberto
Matta were neighbors and buddies in London.)

“Painting as an Art”, Wollheim’s A.W. Mellon
Lectures at the National Gallery in Washington,
published in 1984, amplifies the argument of 
another, earlier, great theorist with whom I was
acquainted, Anton Ehrenzweig: namely, that the
art of painting has only two parts to it, which are
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distinct yet inextricably related: the transforma-
tion by hand of a physical material into a medium,
and the production of meaning. What, Wollheim
basically asks when examining a painting, is the
mental state of the artist which causes him to
paint as he does, and what are the experiences
that the painting is designed to arouse in a suitably
sensitive and informed spectator? Such a psycho-
logical accounting seems to me the best basis by
which to approach Paul Harbutt’s art. 

Circumstantial encounters, encouragement,
and a bit of finagling, in particular from Peter
Blake, led to Harbutt’s admission to London’s
Royal College of Art, with a full scholarship
(“There’s always a back door for talent,” com-
mented Blake). While this would appear to be a
natural course for such a talented and seasoned
young painter, Harbutt describes the development
as “falling into a pit of my own making”. Alienated
from his fellow students by virtue of his commer-
cial success, bored by the academic environment,
and “cursed with existential struggle”, he pre-
ferred to hang out with the likes of Jimi Hendrix
and “bonk French girls”. 

Not long before he was due to graduate, Har-
butt quit the Royal College, with a new ambition to
himself become a filmmaker, and in 1970 made his
way, with his American girlfriend, to New York, a
city by then itself undergoing, in the space of a few
years, massive upheavals – a veritable furnace of
political, social, cultural, and criminal turmoil.
Clean and content it was no longer.

But Paul lucked out with a generous apartment
in a pretty house, with its own small painting stu-
dio, on a lovely street in Greenwich Village. There
he enjoyed a lively social circle, including mem-
bers of Andy Warhol’s Factory, and in particular
came under the influence of the philosopher and
literary theorist Kenneth Burke, whose thinking
concerned the cycle of life and the symbols
through which the world makes sense to us.

The “Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil”, yet
another mystical conception concurrent in numer-
ous traditions, presents a specifically moral per-
spective to the human process. In this paradigm,
the fall of man, forbidden fruit, and fate itself all re-
late to the origin of sin, and pointedly to the despi-
cability, dishonor, and consequences of greed and

self-interest, and asks the question: How is 
redemption possible? 

As America continued, in the 1970s, to grapple
with its own inherent contradictions regarding the
pursuit of happiness, gloating in its prosperity but
haunted by its inequities and prejudices, Paul Har-
butt abandoned his flirtation with filmmaking and
went back to his roots, assisting Larry Poons, the
artist-musician-motorcycling racer whose explo-
rations of abstraction, and in particular of color,
reignited Harbutt’s passion for painting. 

While working for Poons, he had the good for-
tune to meet a certain Mrs. Minocki, a Hungarian
diver (if ever one could imagine such a profession
in a landlocked country), who had bought the im-
pressive eleven-story Renaissance Revival build-
ing at 260 West Broadway, originally occupied by
the American Thread Company. Thus, having
grabbed the chance to rent an absurdly cheap but
impressive studio space, he again picked up his
brush, and, to put it mildly, let his imagination run
riot, and thus found his vocation as an artist, pure
and simple.

Other doors opened. Amidst the exploding
gallery scene in the Soho of the early seventies,
his key encounter was with the pioneer Abstract
Expressionist Nicolas Carone. Harbutt describes
Carone as the consummate painter: a master
draughtsman, both technically adroit and passion-
ate, as well as a great raconteur. Interestingly,
Carone was not primarily an abstractionist; his
preoccupation was with the human figure.

As a sidebar, Carone had been a early member
of The Club, an organization formed by his fellow
Italo-American, the sculptor Philip Pavia, to which
every aspiring and established New York and
refugee artist belonged and which met weekly on
Wednesdays at the Waldorf Cafeteria in the Village.
Two rival camps emerged in those meetings: those
who described themselves as abstractionists, and
those who described themselves as expression-
ists. They argued so furiously about the proper 
direction of art that at some point Pavia, who
chaired the meetings, threw up his arms in de-
spair, and said, words to the effect of, “To hell with
it! Let’s just all call ourselves Abstract Expression-
ists!”

Nicolas Carone, as an exception, already 

represented both strains, as did of Harbutt’s old
friend, the Chilean master Matta, who notably
combined with them the Surrealist tradition, to
create a body of work that effectively and ele-
gantly embodies, as well as any, the broad panoply
of Twentieth Century innovations.

Both Carone and Matta were repeatedly drawn
to Italy, where in 1976, Harbutt headed himself,
and his own romance with that country — in which
the seeds of Western civilization, and Western art,
were sown — began. After his first important one-
man show in Rome, he eventually found a base,
with his wife Cristiana and their son Taddeo, in San
Donato in Poggio, a walled village nestled amidst
olive groves and vineyards in Chianti, a stone’s
throw from Florence, for close to a decade. The
family later moved back to London, where they
eventually bought Vivien Westwood’s house. 

Meanwhile, in the Umbrian hill town of Todi,
Carone had founded “The International School of
Art”, at which Harbutt was a resident artist. 
(Nicolas Carone died in 2010 in Hudson, New York).
In the late 1990s, in Todi, Carone had introduced
Harbutt to Kyralesa Claire Wiley, an American
dancer, who became his last and lasting love and
as he puts it, “my total muse”. They married and
lived for a while in Spain, but returned to Rome,
and Philip Guston’s old studio at the American
Academy, until, having moved back to New York,
they watched aghast, from their Williamsburg loft,
the Twin Towers fall. Thus, back again to Todi,
where they restored a wonderful but dilapidated
villa, and finally, to Claverack, New York, just out-
side of Hudson, where he and KC have now settled
with their two teenage sons.

The peripatetic and cosmopolitan course of
Paul Harbutt’s life is of course central to his ap-
proach to art making. A wanderer at heart but,
given his roots, an unlikely exile, his outlook has
never been constrained by any parochial vision.
His absorption in foreign cultures is profound and
continuously reflected in his stream of production.

But here is not the place to analyze or critique
in any detail Paul Harbutt’s vast oeuvre, rooted in
classical technique but pervaded by contempo-
rary metaphysical inquiry. Paintings, drawings,
sculpture, and installations created in the past
nearly fifty years, veer, in content and style, all

over the map, and such an undertaking would be
far beyond the scope of this introduction. I’ll leave
that to another commentator. But I will focus on
one piece that I regard as seminal, from which
sprout, I believe, the multifarious concepts of his
endlessly ambitious program.

The Apple Picker, from 1994, is a very large
painting, made in London, apparently in a freezing
studio, between his extended sojourns in Italy, the
golden glow to which he longed to return, and 
towards the end of his marriage to Cristiana.
Scaled like a Hockney, more than three meters
high, it consists of two modestly framed, adjoined
panels in the manner of a massive early Renais-
sance altarpiece (“Mr. and Mrs. Clark and Percy”
decisively, delicately, and seductively, referenced
Fifteenth Century secular portraiture in its evoca-
tion of a bourgeois relationship). Harbutt’s far
more raw, and in my view more profound painting
depicts, however, a miniature man, attired in a
brown suit, undoubtedly the artist himself, gazing
wistfully, perhaps a little gloatingly, from the base
of an apple tree, up a ladder, at a huge, volup-
tuous, rather sad but threatening (and decidedly
contorted) naked woman entangled by ropes
within its branches, holding a stretch of fabric
folded like a trumpet, with a spray of blood. There
are additional ciphers: the names of great philoso-
phers, in historical order, are etched into the tree
trunk, a scroll upon which an arrow points to a 
Florentine country house, and a very large, notably
empty, straw basket.

In its primitiveness of both style and form, and
gilded coloration, the setting echoes early reli-
gious art, yet the superimposition of the figures is
severely modern. It’s slightly pornographic but
ambiguous: is he about to, or has he already
shagged her? Either way, without perhaps knowing
it, it looks like our protagonist is in deep trouble;
he’s certainly in melancholic mood. Does the rope
(a frequent element in Harbutt’s images) portend a
noose, or could it be — almost as dangerous — a
trapeze? The image functions like a Tarot card, of
which multiple interpretations are possible, and
which Harbutt himself, still at the mercy of his un-
conscious, can articulate only in generalizations.
Any which way you look at it, the picture is full of
foreboding, but also, one hopes, of hope.
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The Apple Picker hangs on a vast wall in Paul
Harbutt’s present home. There, sitting before it, I
pressed him on the meaning he wished to convey
in his art. When Paul told me that he intended his
art to reflect “the value of life”, I wasn’t entirely
clear what he was saying. But as I looked closer,
up at the painting, at the apple picker himself,
whose own comforting bourgeois home we must
be seeing on the horizon, confronting or having
yielded to temptation, I think I got it. 

The seductive possibilities inherent in the tree
are an apt metaphor for the struggles, both exis-
tential and moral, that he and we all necessarily
confront. The Tree, enticing but also daunting,
holds everything good and evil — in terms of suste-
nance, love, and knowledge, challenges, dangers,
and temptations — so that home represents a 
necessary respite from all that confronts us out-
side (though the apple picker will doubtless come
back and try to climb the tree again, as fate impels
us all to do, time and again, as we progressively
learn life’s lessons). The tensions between bour-
geois conformity and confronting head on the
pleroma of reality — neither worse than the other —
are an inevitable feature of existence; our task is
to reconcile them in perfect harmony by under-
standing and integrating the disparate chords of
life. Only thus will our lives be consolidated. 
_______

Songline, Harbutt’s most recent project, depicts a
certain passage, this one in the life of a particular
family that, through successive generations, has
wandered in search of fortune and fulfillment. In
an extended series of paintings (also displayed on
a single, vast wall, in a pattern reminiscent of a
family tree), each of the images, with their dream-
like quality, encapsulates a specific story of the
Dowlings, whose ancestors were early British set-
tlers in Australia and who made a success of their
lives in, of all places, New Britain, a sister island of
Papua New Guinea, and thus maybe the most 
remote outpost of the British Empire. How they got
there is a long and complicated story, encapsu-
lated by Harbutt in his series, which ultimately rep-
resents the journey, so far, of the family’s
collective consciousness. 

In the book that inspired the project, the 

prolific travel writer Bruce Chatwin, another son of
a navy man, muses on the origins of primitive 
language and its connections to nomadism, in
which art, both visual and musical, arises out of a
community’s collective identification with, under-
standing of, and reverence for the Earth. Native
Australians always have and even still depend for
accurate navigation across their vast continent on
a labyrinth of invisible pathways that they call
“Songlines” or the “Footprints of the Ancestors”,
recognizable only by singing as they travel.

The notion that life is an individual struggle is
surely valid in its own way, but indigenous Aus-
tralian culture, like shamanic societies elsewhere,
places far more emphasis on life as a collective
challenge, in conjunction as well with the natural
world. Its mythology honors, for example, the
Yarrando tree as the “Dreaming Tree of Life”, which
all recently departed souls climb to join the 
ancestral realm, and from which they guide those
who remain.

Paul Harbutt met Steve Dowling, the scion of
the family, in Rome in 2010 while working at the
American Academy. It was a purely chance en-
counter, but as a result of which Dowling began
collecting Harbutt’s work. Invited to Brisbane,
where the family is now based, the artist was 
motivated to create a massive work that would
trace the “songline” of the Dowlings through visual
references, one that would authentically reflect
the curious itinerary of settlers from the opposite
side of the world, who through grit and guts man-
aged to contribute to a new, flourishing society
alongside the original inhabitants of a continent
that presented unique and formidable challenges.  

John Dowling, Steve’s father, started as patrol
officer in Rabaul, capital of New Britain, scene of
both violent battles against the Japanese during
the Second World War, and some of the most dev-
astating volcanic eruptions in modern times. In
the years after the war, the family business (an ar-
duously built but eventually thriving copra farming
operation) expanded to encompass a wide variety
of enterprises that Steve eventually inherited, 
giving him the wherewithal to not only relocate
back to Brisbane but to make a second home in
Italy and to regularly tour Europe in his inimitable 
antique Maserati. 

Figure 4
The Apple Picker, 1994
Oil and mixed media on canvas
343 x 193 cm (135 x 76“)
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The host of images that Harbutt has included 
in his series employ all manner of technical tricks
and artistic devices, yet, seen together, coalesce
in a perfectly integrated panorama, imbued with
the dazzling light of the Antipodes, and inflected
with allusions to native culture, in particular
through the use of maps.

In researching the project, I came across, for
the first time I’m ashamed to admit, the exquisite
watercolors of the indigenous artist Albert 
Namatjira, born in 1902 in Hermannsburg in the
Northern Territory. The Guardian newspaper re-
ported the end of Namatjira’s extraordinary life as
follows: 

The Western Arranta man became the first Aboriginal to
be granted Australian citizenship in 1957. He was then
exempted from laws that denied Indigenous Australians
the right to vote, own property, and drink alcohol, but
was arrested for introducing liquor into his community
— a charge which he denied. He was released from
prison after two months but never recovered, and died
of a heart attack in 1959, aged 57.

The contradictions within Australian society
may have been greatly resolved in the past fifty
years, but are, inevitably, latent. I’m no expert on
the subject, but it seems to me that European and
Asian Australians still clearly have a responsibility
to sublimate their prejudices. The major legislative
efforts to do so in recent decades have been 
historically important, but maybe ultimately it will
be art that serves this purpose most effectively.

Albert Namatjira’s beautiful paintings are na-
tive in conception, but almost European in execu-
tion. Paul Harbutt’s seem to me the reverse — how
in “Songlines” he has so effectively integrated his
European sensibilities with native elements. I’m
particularly struck by how Harbutt’s palette so
closely resembles that of Namatjira: a lens of reds,
ochres, and purples applied to reflect the unique
glow of the Australian landscape and its culture.

The chronology that Harbutt depicts is linear,
but the effect of the complete series, as displayed,
is volumetric. Like the aboriginals following the
tracks of their ancestors across the vast and per-
vasive landscape of the outback, Harbutt relates,
if not yet a mythology, at least a haunting story

that will undoubtedly be appreciated by the gener-
ations of Dowlings to follow.

Thus, in their way, Harbutt’s Songline forms its
own Tree of Life, as the Dowling family continues
to leave its own imprint on the Australian land-
scape and its extraordinarily diverse and vibrant
culture.

Among my own ancestors were some of Aus-
tralia’s earliest Jewish immigrants from Britain,
one of whom, was my namesake. John Isaacs’s
brother, Myer David Isaacs, happened to be one of
Australia’s first playwrights. On March 22, 1865, his
play, “The Belle of Brisbane or The Lady of
Queensland” was unfavorably reviewed by the
Brisbane Courier: “ … might as well have been The
Belle of Munster or anywhere else.” The play obvi-
ously lacked local flavour.

Not so Harbutt’s Songline, replete with local
flavour. Even as a Brit, a Pom, or whatever else we
might be called, Harbutt appears, in his worldly
wisdom and expansive vision, to have captured
the essence of Down Under and the spirit of the
Dowlings with the reliably rich intuition, razor-
sharp observation, and indelible style that he em-
ploys to capture the dreams and drama of us all. 

Paul Harbutt’s fundamental achievement is to
unite the local with the universal, the relative with
the absolute. His intelligence has never been 
artificial.

— John Isaacs
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Notes on the paintings Plate 1  
Portrait of Selina Frances Berry (née Wilkins), born 
31 October 1840, died 11 June 1921. Married James Berry
4 March 1861. Selina and James were the great-
grandparents of Joan Muriel Dowling.

Plate 3                                                                                                        
Joan Muriel Dowling’s uncle John James Berry, known
as Jack. Born 5 February 1894, Jack was killed in action
in the First World War in Flanders, Belgium, on 
10 November 1917 in the Battle of Passchendaele, when
12,000 Australians lost their lives.

Plate 9                                                                                                        
Douglas DC3 Skyliner, the ubiquitous mode of air
transport in PNG in the 1950s.

Plate 10                                                                                                      
John Keith Dowling, then Sergeant J.K. Dowling, on
furlough in Sydney from training. John on the right, a
digger mate on the left.

Plate 12                                                                                                      
John Keith Dowling and Joan Muriel Dowling departing
Sydney for PNG in 1948.

Plate 14                                                                                                     
The Malaita was taken into the service to transport
troops and war materials to Papua New Guinea. On 29
August 1942 a torpedo struck her amidships. She listed
but survived. By 31 August HMS Malaita was moved to a
safe anchorage. On 15 September she departed under
her own power, and proceeded to Sydney, where she
arrived on 13 November. She was eventually repaired,
and in April 1947 was made ready again for commercial
service. She continued sailing with various companies
until August 1971, when she was finally scrapped at
Kaohsiung Taiwan.

Plate 18                                                                                                      
John Keith Dowling and Joan Muriel Dowling departing
Sydney for PNG in 1948.

Plate 20                                                                                                     
Catholic handbook on how to speak Tok pisin, Papua
New Guinean Pidgin English. 

Plate 21                                                                                                      
John Keith Dowling and Joan Muriel Dowling's first PNG 
home on their copra plantation called Wunung in the
period 1948 to 1950, located at Jacquinot Bay, New
Britain, scene of fierce fighting in the Second World War
between allied and Japanese forces. 

Plate 22                                                                                                     
John Keith Dowling’s handbook on farming in PNG. 

Plate 26                                                                                                     
John Keith Dowling’s ensign for the Papua and New
Guinea Volunteer Rifles.

Plate 32                                                                                                     
J.K. Dowling & Company BMC (British Motor
Corporation) dealership. John with his trademark pipe, 
PNG employees and an Australian manager in typical
colonial outfit, and an Austin lorry in the background.

Plate 33                                                                                                     
From a photograph of Petros, a Dowling employee,
standing in the front garden. Rabaul, PNG, circa 1960.

Plate 34                                                                                                     
Scarlet macaw parrot, PNG.

Plate 35                                                                                                     
Pontiac Chieftain. This car (circa 1954) belonged to
Stephen’s maternal grandfather, Edward (Ted) Walder,
who lived in Rockdale, Sydney. The car is remembered
fondly for family outings with grandparents in Sydney.

Plate 38                                                                                                     
Painting based on an early watercolour by Jacques
Barraband (1767–1809), French zoological and botanical
illustrator.

Plate 42                                                                                                     
Matupit Motors, one of three car dealerships that John
Keith Dowling operated in Rabaul. 

Plate 44                                                                                                    
Canoeing in a traditional dug out outrigger canoe at the
“Tovarua” copra plantation on the Gazelle Peninsula,
circa 1964. Stephen in front, friend paddling, on holiday
from school in Australia.

Plate 46                                                                                                    
Rabaul Garage, John Keith Dowling’s first main, and
longest lasting car dealership. First it was a taxi
service, then it sold GM Holden products, then
Datsun/Nissan, and later Mitsubishi.

Plate 50                                                                                                    
Consolidated PBY Catalina flying boat operated by
Qantas Airways in early 1950s PNG. This was often the
fastest transport between my parents’ plantation and
“civilisation” (Rabaul town). 

Plate 53                                                                                                    
Villa Fyn, purchased circa 2007 and named after
Stephen and Georgina’s first granddaughter Fyn.
Located on picturesque Lake Como, Italy. 

Plate 54                                                                                                    
“Alkira”, Stephen’s pleasure boat in current use,
originally a Royal Australian Navy work boat. 
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Three events occurred in my twelfth year, which forever
changed my perception of the world. The first was my
acceptance as a student into Harrow Art School. The
second was my discovery of the Impressionists, and
the third was when a teacher loaned me The Principles of
Harmony and Contrast of Colours by M.E. Chevreul. Until
then, having just to learn the rules of perspective was
more than enough to put me into an agony of boredom.
Then along came Chevreul’s book, and the discovery
and understanding of the basics of colour. 

It unexpectedly opened a door in my mind to a
place I had previously not considered, or known ex-
isted, yet one to which I had been unconsciously re-
sponding throughout my childhood, that of the world of
colour and light. 

Michel Eugène Chevreul (1786 –1889) was an ac-
knowledged, though sometimes controversial poly-
math, and a brilliant scientist, who entered scientific
history in 1823 with his pioneering work on the physical
nature of fatty acids. For his achievements, he was
elected to the French Academy of Sciences in 1826. Yet
by 1839 a profound change had taken place in the direc-
tion of his research, and pioneering work, which culmi-
nated in his highly original publication. The response to
his book was nothing short of dramatic. Chevreul had
unwittingly dropped a great rock into the collective
pool of the artists of the day. 

Several years before its publication, he had become
director of the dyeing department at the Manufacture
des Gobelins, the most famous tapestry makers in
France. Shortly after he began work there, he made a
startling discovery concerning the properties of colour.
After a series of experiments in the use of various
colour dyes, he witnessed a unique colour phenome-
non that was not so much a chemical issue, but was
something that fell within the province of psychophysi-
ology, the way in which the mind and body interact to-
gether. As he proceeded in his work to move away from
pure science, to applied science, he focused his efforts
towards those who used colour in their work, including,
of course, artists, finally formulating his famous law of
simultaneous contrast, the optical mixing of colours,
and how they mutually influence one another when jux-
taposed, each imposing its own complementary colour
on the other. 

During mid-1800s, painters such as Delacroix and
Turner had picked up the scent of something new in the
air, and were already working in original ways with
colour. But with the publication of Chevreul’s book,

colour became the topic of the moment for young
painters, poets, and writers. Of course, not every artist
of the day rushed out to purchase a copy of Chevreul’s
book, but his discoveries coincided with a radical
change amongst those artists later called Impression-
ists. As his ideas began to circulate, they generated a
new energy and enthusiasm towards a new kind of art.
Georges Seurat, for example, openly acknowledged his
debt to Chevreul.

These bold new concepts about colour were the
catalyst that eventually effected the great changes that
underscored the modern art movement of the 20th cen-
tury, leading eventually to artists like Robert Delaunay,
whose painting Simultaneous Disc gives a direct nod to
the work of Chevreul, and later artists such as Josef Al-
bers, and the hard-edge and colour field painters
Keneth Noland and Frank Stella — who focussed their
creative energies purely on the psychophysiogical
properties of colour. (Though it strikes me that many of
Chevreul’s original colour charts are visually more ex-
citing than many later contemporary colour field artists’
efforts — he was way ahead of the game!) Thus through
the pages of that wonderful book flowed the magic of
colour, and that opened the front door to my becoming
an artist.

As a painter, colour has always been a central ele-
ment of my work, the glue that binds stage, time, and
place. During the many months I worked on Songline, in-
tricate though its format is, it was in the realm of colour
that I was able to consistently lose myself, and where I
felt most at home to convey the spirit of its subject mat-
ter. 

I thus offer profound thanks to the “God of Colour”,
Michel Eugène Chevreul, without whose inspiration and
ideas these fifty-five paintings could and would not have
been possible.  

— Paul Harbutt

The God of Colour

Figure5
Michel Eugene Chevreul 
Photograph by Paul Nadar
August 18, 1886
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