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Vida Lahey: Modest-Artist-Flaneuse 

Sue Lovell 

In the summer of 1919, Australian troops were being prioritized for repatriation home 

from the bloody battlefields of Europe. Romeo Lahey returned to Australia well before his 

sister, Queensland artist Vida Lahey (1882-1968), but without brother Noel, and without 

some of the many cousins who had also died for the home country. Funded by the extended 

family, Lahey had been in London to provide a place of respite for ‘the boys.’1  Her delayed 

return meant she had time on her hands; at last she could go to Europe and see artistic work 

she had only seen as prints in Brisbane.  Parts of that trip to Europe are recorded in a diary 

written as letters home.2 Europe was not Lahey’s first travel experience. In 1902, again with 

family support, she went to New Zealand to travel by stagecoach across the Southern Alps 

with her cousin, Rose Brown.3 After this trip, Lahey painted some watercolors, bound them 

together and sent them to  Brown as a Souvenir of the West Coast. Each watercolor was titled 

and many augmented with a selection of edited Romantic verses or a note on the journey.4  

Lahey was twenty and had never exhibited any paintings. 

The European account was penned by a spinster of thirty-seven, an award winning, 

exhibiting artist, and art teacher.  She had already travelled interstate to study at Melbourne’s 

National Gallery School, under Bernard Hall and Frederick McCubbin, as well as privately 

with Walter Withers; she had been involved in art activism alongside Richard Godfrey Rivers 

in Brisbane.  She had won widespread public acclaim for her art and independently supported 

herself through her career, which was suspended while she went willingly to London in her 

role as nurturer.5  

Even these brief details highlight the complexity of Lahey’s situation as a traveller. 

They are a reminder that, as Jane Robinson suggests in her anthology of nineteenth and 

twentieth century women’s travel writing, there is “no such thing as a typical woman 

traveler.” 6 Shirley Foster and Sara Mills also note that representations of travel, and 

understanding of the experiences it brings, are discursively framed by competing discourses 

that are instrumental and context specific:  

women’s travel writing is very varied, both partaking in high status 
masculine discourses of aesthetics, imperialism and informative 
authority when those served women’s overall aims, and drawing on 
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more feminine discourses of care for others, domesticity and 
impressionistic response when those also served a purpose.7  

As a colonial Australian travelling with a family member, or travelling across the world from 

the periphery to the center, as a single woman with an established career, as an artist 

prioritizing family, as a commentator presenting art as antidote for cultural materialism, 

Lahey’s apparent reasons for travelling do not easily align with much of the research on 

nineteenth and early twentieth century women’s travel. Instead, she cuts across categories, 

never completely adopting any of the identities retrospectively applied to  women. 

In this chapter, I establish Lahey’s similarities to and differences from other 

nineteenth and early twentieth century women travellers. An analysis of the text in the New 

Zealand travel album will demonstrate a connection to nature through which she clearly 

engages with nineteenth century Romanticism.  This will be read alongside that great 

Romantic trope, the sublime as conceptualized by Burke, and reconceptualized through what 

Patricia Yaegar refers to as the “female sublime.”8  Lahey’s travel diaries will then be 

examined to understand how an alternative sublime, itself a subversion of the masculine 

sublime, is performed by Lahey as part of a further subversion in an urban setting; this uses 

her European travel in the streets and galleries of post war Europe.  At that point, she 

becomes what I am calling a modest artist flaneuse who retains the Romanticism of her youth 

and incorporates it into a contingent identity constituted by the streets and gallery spaces of 

Europe.    

In this way, I shall argue overall for a much greater degree of nuance and flexibility in 

the ways that we understand the identities of woman travellers across time and place and 

within a single journey. A paradox also emerges from this analysis, though: for whilst 

Lahey’s reasons for travel may be at odds with various representations of women travelling, 

my interpretation of the primary sources relating to these two travel experiences will show 

that her identities remain consistently influenced by Victorian Romanticism.  This is despite 

her travel occurring just beyond (1902) and well beyond (1919) that particular time frame.  

Although New Zealand may be considered remote, particularly by those in the 

northern hemisphere, Lahey’s 1902 journey bears no real resemblance to those of women 

prepared to enter real wilderness areas.  In 1905, for example, Mina Hubbard’s small 

expedition was crossing swamps and canoeing the rapids of remote Labrador vindicating her 

husband’s name after he had perished in the same attempt two years previously.9 Even with 
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Indian guides who could fluently read the terrain, Hubbard’s group had to proceed without 

roads, without maps and without the comforting thought of hotel sanctuaries.  They struggled 

towards a trading post on the George River that was so isolated winter completely cut it off 

from civilization. Mina Hubbard was the first white woman to see Labrador and her map was 

“the major scientific contribution” of the expedition whilst field notes record cartographic 

details and her response to the landscape.10   

 

In 2005, the centenary of the expedition’s success, a new edition of Hubbard’s book, 

A Woman's Way Through Unknown Labrador: The Life and Expedition Diary of Mina 

Hubbard (1908) was published.  It includes essays contextualizing the expedition and 

original publication. The title of Roberta Buchanan’s essay “ ‘It's All so Grand and 

Beautiful’: the Aesthetics of the Labrador Landscape” partly uses Hubbard’s own words to 

highlight Hubbard’s framing of her descriptions through the sublime and the picturesque.  

“Sometimes,” writes Buchanan, “Mina’s descriptions are evocative of painters’ attempts to 

render the sublime […as she] reaches out to for the ‘ineffable.”’11  

 

For Edmund Burke, of course, it was not the ineffable that characterized the sublime.  

He claimed that, “terror is in all cases whatsoever, either more openly or latently, the ruling 

principle” of sublime experiences. The ‘irresistible force’ of the sublime inspires not simply 

fear but the ‘passion’ of  ‘astonishment’ as a ‘state of the soul in which all its motions are 

suspended, with some degree of horror [and] the mind is so entirely filled with its object, that 

it cannot entertain any other.” 12 The emotional imprint of the sublime is at the boundary 

where consciousness of self as an independent subject is overwhelmed by the power of 

Nature.  

 

Burke accounts for the pleasure associated with sublime experiences, by explaining 

that, “delight is the sensation which accompanies the removal of pain or danger.”13 This can 

only occur if terror is merely the source of the sublime rather than a sustained experience. 

“When danger or pain press too nearly,” he says, “they are incapable of giving any delight, 

and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be, 

and they are, delightful.” The cessation of painful terror therefore leaves the mind in “a state 

of much sobriety, impressed with a sense of awe, in a sort of tranquillity shadowed with 

horror.”  This is the superior experience of the sublime because it is closest to the terror; this 

stepping back enables the intensity, for example, of Romantic poetry.  Burke also identifies  
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“inferior” effects and these are, “admiration, reverence, and respect.”14 As the subject moves 

even further from the source of the sublime, a sense of distance returns and the emotional 

territory becomes more manageable.  Rather than spinning out of control through the terrible 

recognition that what latitudinarians called “the book of nature”15 articulates God’s divine 

power, the relative smallness of humanity and the insignificance of self, the subject can return 

to “a sort of tranquility,”  all corporeal and psychic boundaries are intact.   

 

At this point, Nature becomes nature— a spectacle lending itself to revis(ion)ing  as 

the picturesque. The most familiar exponent of the picturesque, William Gilpin, insists that 

where there is “rapture” and “astonishment” the eye must “compose itself enough to make 

coherent observations”16 only then can “that kind of beauty which would look well in a 

picture” actually emerge.17  Nature, as God’s creation or God Himself, remains the source of 

Gilpin’s aesthetic18 but his rules for the picturesque demand that composure leads to 

picturesque composition. In manifesting the picturesque, Gilpin therefore retained agency 

and, indeed, held himself “at perfect liberty”(emphasis added) to change the contents of a 

view in accord with his view of correct pictorial composition.  He could rearrange the 

placement of trees, choose how to ‘dispose the foreground’ as he pleased and even erase, as 

he bluntly put it, “any removable object, which I dislike.”19 Landscape painting is central to 

the picturesque. 

 

As cultural geographer, Denis Cosgrove suggests, landscape is, “the external world 

mediated through subjective human experience.”20 As the picturesque, Nature has become 

transformed into a social domain: nature as landscape structured and constructed not by God 

but by humans.  Little wonder that landscape painting emerged through the invention of 

linear perspective and humanism placed the individual at the center of epistemology creating 

the known world from the eye of the beholder.  A landscape painting initiates perspective 

from a point outside the frame, to anchor a representation of ontological reality from within 

the individual rather than the Divine; so, too, for the picturesque.  This is a deeply ideological 

position where truth is mediated through scopic power. It is also a safe position affording the 

viewer control over what is viewed.21 This privileging of scopic power in representation of 

and within streetscapes will be important in the analysis of Lahey as an artist flaneuse in 

Europe. 
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Returning to Hubbard and Lahey, as the record keeper of field notes and photographs 

(a mimesis that stabilizes a chosen referent from the photographer’s perspective) Hubbard 

had less control over what she could include and exclude from her images than Lahey, a 

painter “at perfect liberty” as Gilpin put it. Nevertheless, Hubbard still engages with the 

majesty and untamed wildness of Labrador.  Not only does she sometimes frame her 

experiences through the lesser elements of Burke’s sublime (admiration, reverence, respect) 

she occasionally calls to mind the superior awe-full.  Buchanan writes, “At one point the 

landscape takes on more sinister overtones,” then quotes from Hubbard’s notes: 

Banks high on either side dark wooded and coming down between them a 
gale of warm wind as almost from a furnace…Most weird experience.  
Wondered if what lay beyond that narrow opening would be as much like 
Hades as the entrance was suggestive.22  

Most of all, for Hubbard, though, was the constant haunting spectre of her husband who had 

travelled some of the same territory before dying of starvation in a Nature more actively 

malignant even than her classical reference to Hades. His death from starvation and exposure 

must have haunted her “anxious hours” and “sleepless”nights.23 On Sunday, 16 July  1905, 

looking upon scenery she described as “rugged and grand” with “great hills [that] stood out 

bold and irregular” Mina Hubbard grieves for her dead husband.24 A little later, she is struck 

by the irony of her presence in the midst of his absence and names mountains that he had 

crossed and that she could now see, Lion Heart Mountains. She wrote in her diary:   

 

Oh what this trip would be if he were here.  I have to keep reminding myself 
that the hills that he is climbing now must be so much grander and more 
beautiful to escape an ever recurring feeling that it is wicked of me to be here 
when he is not, and Oh how desperately hungry and desolate and sad.  Yet 
not forgetting to be grateful that I can be here. But Oh he was so brave and 
glad hearted and beautiful and he loved me.  It is all so grand and beautiful.  I 
never dreamed it would be so splendid, and the grander and more beautiful it 
grows the more I hunger for the one who made all things beautiful so much 
more beautiful by the spirit which he breathed into them.25 (underlining in 
original) 

 

There is a back and forth movement here between the material existence of the earth, in all its 

sublime splendor and the even more, unreachable domain in which Hubbard is envisaged 

traipsing mountains inexpressibly more beautiful than the wilderness. Hubbard grapples with 

the hungering grief the place inspires in her, oscillates between feeling “wicked” and 

“grateful.” She is effectively invoking the absorption of her beloved into the Sublime Divine 
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as she remains earth-bound.  As material subject, a self-conscious ego-driven human, he is 

beyond her reach across the ineffable boundary between them: he is in that Divine order as 

non-human, spirit. When she “hungers for the one who made all things beautiful,” this is not 

the One who breathed life into the world in Genesis, it is Leonidas Hubbard.   

 

Recognizing these corporeal boundary issues around the sublime is central to 

understanding challenges to both its early articulations from within a religious ethos 

challenged by modernity, and later reworking(s) in a psychoanalytic age of modernism and 

postmodernism. Patricia Yaegar, for example, renegotiates the sublime to counteract what she 

calls the “grandiose sublime of the Romantics.”26 She objects to a Romanticism that 

foregrounds the heroic poet who “fights back against the blocking source by representing [the 

imagination’s…] inability to grasp the sublime object.” 27  Romantic genius is constructed by 

Romanticism precisely by the ability of poets to overcome engulfing terror and create poetry. 

Thus, claims Yaegar, “[i]n Shelley’s ‘Mont Blanc’ we are left with the subject’s 

predominance, with the thought that the mountain is nothing without the poet’s 

imagination.”28 Yaegar’s feminist project recruits the sublime to women’s capacity to 

represent without exercising a rhetoric of domination that resists immanence.   

 

Yargar outlines several forms of female sublime underpinned by two key principles: 

firstly, women “trespass” on the male symbolic and, secondly, they recruit the sublime to an 

aesthetic which does not eradicate, re-absorb or otherwise diminish the sublime in order to 

sustain ego boundaries. Instead, the sublime retains its otherness and identity to the 

perceiving subject (so Shelley’s Mont Blanc would retain its unrepresentable majesty rather 

than become fodder for creative genius). So called “libidinal desires” to bond with (M)other 

Nature are “not repressed; they break into consciousness and are welcomed as a primary, 

healthful part of the writer’s experience” achieved through freedom from “paranoia” about 

the loss of the self to the “cosmos.” 29 Yaegar substitutes a psycho-analytic model for the 

religious model based on the book of Nature to suggest the female sublime re-animates 

Romantic discourse making it available to an empiricist and secular age.   

 

Returning to Lahey and her travels, though, she was quite unlike Hubbard in 

circumstance, motivation and experience of the sublime.  For Lahey, there was no haunted 

Nature; there were roads and maps and, whilst New Zealand’s Southern Alps were certainly 

very rough stagecoach travelling, with steep ravines, towering mountains and demanding 
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river crossings, by 1902 the route already had hotel accommodation.  Souvenir of a Trip to 

the West Coast highlights the Otira region as the most spectacular area, in terms of potential 

for the sublime as opposed to the picturesque.  It appeared in 50% of Lahey’s watercolors.  

Perhaps this was because by 1902, the Otira Hotel was the stopover for her western journey.  

In 1883, in a very similar stagecoach journey along the same route, thirteen year old Frances 

Menzies, a New Zealander, wrote in her travel diary:   

…we entered the Otira Gorge.  We had left the tussocks behind us and were 
now amongst lovely bush thickly covering the sides of the hills which in 
many places were sheer precipices.  The coach wheeled round sharp turns 
and through foaming mountain torrents which ran right across the road.30  

Lahey was a painter, rather than a writer, though, so mountain images dominate Souvenir: 

70% feature the Alps as a looming presence, jutting upwards in triangular array, folding 

against one another, flanking rivers, sporting waterfalls or framing lakes.Water dominates 

60% of the images. Images without mountains or rivers, such as the ‘Road to Lake Kanieiri’, 

still capture Nature; tall, dark trees dwarf the human elements. To capture experiences she 

shared with  Brown,  Lahey supplemented her art with Romantic poetry adapted to her 

requirements.   

An analysis of one of the textual adaptations, and the relationship between two of the 

images and the text that is placed alongside them to complete the representation, reveals 

Lahey’s “trespass on the male Symbolic” as she recruits Romanticism, the sublime and the 

picturesque to her private agenda. The first image, ‘A Cascade in Otira Valley’, is atypical 

because it has no mountains but highlights, instead, the movement of the water. The upper 

third of the painting is dark vegetation “thickly covering the sides”31 of a rock face 

descending to the watercourse. The light foreground is dominated by a curved shoulder of 

rock surrounded by cascading water. The perspective leads to a viewer positioned center 

stream, close to the rock:  
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Figure 1: ‘A Cascade in Otira Valley’. Reproduced with kind permission of Valerie Frearson-
Lane who currently holds the original.32 
 
 
 
Painting and poem appear spatially linked by the removal of the border to the left of the 

image so they are effectively in dialogue, presenting their unified representation to the 

viewer.  The untitled, but attributed, verse is extracted from Coleridge’s “Hymn Before 

Sunrise, in the Vale of Chamouni”:  

And you, ye five wild torrents, fiercely glad, 
Who called you forth from Night and utter Death, 
From dark and icy caverns called you forth 
Down those precipitous, black, jagged rocks, 
Forever shattered and the same forever? 
Who gave you your invulnerable life, 
Your strength, your speed, your fury and your joy, 
Unceasing thunder and eternal foam![sic] 
[…] Let the torrents like a shout of nations 
Answer! And the let the ice plain echo GOD!33 
 

There is clearly insufficient energy in the painting to support this emotion. Although there is 

a swift-running mountain stream, it is not a torrent of “unceasing thunder and eternal foam.” 

There are no“‘precipitous, black, jagged rocks”, 34just a gently curved boulder. This implies 

that the painting alone was insufficient to capture Lahey’s experience. In this, wittingly or 

unwittingly, she drew close to Coleridge’s representational concerns at the time. On climbing 
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Sca Fell in Britain’s Lake District, Coleridge was so moved that he “involuntarily poured 

forth a Hymn in the manner of the Psalms.”35  He also expressed misgivings over the 

mismatch between scene and response: 

tho' afterwards I thought the Ideas &c disproportionate to our humble 
mountains—& accidentally lighting on a short Note in some swiss [sic] 
Poems, concerning the Vale of Chamouny, & it’s [sic] Mountain, I 
transferred myself thither, in the Spirit, & adapted my former feelings to 
these grander external objects.36 

Lahey did not imaginatively “transfer” herself anywhere. She simply supplemented her image 

with Coleridge’s words. In the same way as Chamouny came the more appropriate referent 

for Coleridge’s intense “involuntary” response to Sca Fell, so his poem supplies the drama of 

the painting’s missing sublime to capture the totality of her experience. Lahey’s image/text 

can therefore include an all-powerful ‘GOD!’ Both she and Coleridge clearly desire the 

terrible sublime to complete the relationship between their experiences and their 

representations.   

Souvenir begins, however, with a very different representation of the Divine.  There is 

no image at the beginning of Souvenir.  Instead there is a selection of poetry from Lahey’s 

favored Romantic, the emancipation Quaker poet, John Greenleaf Whittier (1807-1892). The 

first untitled extract is from “To a Friend on her Return from Europe.” Whittier’s first three 

stanzas, referring to Europe, are excised and Lahey’s version begins with Nature. It is not a 

gentle nature, but nor is it Coleridge’s terrifying sublime:  

Cliffs wrapped in snows of years 
Splintering with icy spears 
Autumn’s blue heaven: 
Loose rock and frozen side 
Waiting their hour to glide 
Downward, storm driven37 
 

Laheyappropriates Whittier’s imagery to recall the splendor of alpine scenery. She reaches 

across space and time into the heart of her one person audience. Rejecting his next two 

European stanzas, she becomes nostalgic, effectively inviting  Brown to recall the shared 

memories of their trip: 

O as from each and all 
Will there not voices call 
Evermore back again? 
In the mind’s gallery 
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Wilt thou not always see 
Dim-phantoms beckon thee38 
O’er that old track again. 
 

She could have easily left it there but, deleting Whittier’s verse on “St Peter’s Dome,” Lahey 

uses his less denominational imagery:  

And when such visions come 
Unto thy olden home 
Will they not waken 
Deep thoughts of him whose hand 
Led thee o’er sea and land 
Back to the household band 
Whence thou was taken?39 
 

The trope of journey’s end is a spiritual homecoming that echoes Lahey’s physical departure 

to Australia and  Brown’s relocation to Christchurch. This reflective selection represents a 

spiritual belonging that makes God’s hand gently instrumental to everything. The humility 

foregrounds the guiding power behind the sublime without representing it as overwhelming. 

This is the reverence and respect of Burke’s lesser sublime. Nature, nostalgia, and God’s 

presence are all drawn from Whittier’s poem and re-aligned to commemorate Lahey’s travels 

with  Brown and to confirm its spiritual dimension.  

In the final example from Souvenir something entirely different is happening.  There 

is no poetic supplement of the image alongside “Coach Road Near Otira Hotel,” only a title 

and a note. 

            

Figure 2: “Coach Road Near Otira Hotel.” Reproduced with kind permission of Valerie 
Frearson-Lane who currently holds the original. 
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40 

Again, text and image are in dialogue; though this time two sides of the image may be 

considered  unbound. The road spills from the painting with tantalizing immediacy. The 

colorful native Ruta tree, stonework wall and road are reminiscent of a landscaped garden 

with a carefully planned footpath. The title reminds us of the nearby Otira Hotel and the 

mountain backdrop is muted, distant. The text reads: 

Menu 
Lemonade….hot ham, cold mutton, potatoes 
Blancmange on saucers41 
 

The pragmatism of a menu works against receiving anything unpredictable; a meal is ordered 

and received, as ordered. The words elevate natural appetites.The tang of lemonade 

refreshing the palate, the heat, the cold, the semi-liquidity of the blancmange, are all sensual 

reminders of the pleasure of a shared meal. Whilst initially conjuring images of a genteel 

picnic, the “hot ham,” like the title, betrays the nearby presence of a hotel. The scene and the 

preoccupation with food are as far from the terrible aspect, or the reverential aspect, of the 

sublime as the careful structured composition of Gilpin’s picturesque will allow.Here, the text 

is part of that composition. Nature, in lower rather than higher case, is still represented but it 

is nature in its sensual human aspect. A beautiful, human-oriented landscape is available for 

tourism.  As a potential visitor, a viewer is able to imagine stepping onto the road, and 

heading around the corner for a well-earned lunch.  

Lahey’s text/image representation is no longer, as it was in the first example, 

engaging with an unpredictably dangerous Nature that, in Burke’s schema, fills the viewer 

with terror. It is not imbued with a raw Divine implied as unmediated and non-ideological, 

“inherently non-social and nonhuman.”42 Nor is “Coach Road Near Otira Hotel” representing 

the experience of travelling in Nature as Burke’s lesser sublime: some Edenic, pristine God-

given resource to be revered.  Instead, it is a representation inspired by nature, valued and 

organized as a memento. It reminds  Brown, perhaps, that whilst there were aspects of the 

sublime, their journey was also picturesque. Crossing broad rivers and traversing rough roads 

by stagecoach certainly had its risks, but at the end of the day,  Lahey and  Brown could be 

sure that a hotel bed waited and the stagecoach driver knew where that hotel was located.  

In the grieving paragraph from Hubbard’s diary, there is back and forth movement 

between the material and the spiritual; in Souvenir to the West Coast, intersection with the 
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sublime eddies back and forth across the totality of the images and textual work that 

accompanied them and throughout the images that Lahey created for Brown.  In trying to 

better understand the psychic space of a female “imaginary” as it emerges through travel 

writing, Fortunati, Monticelli and Ascari capture similar shifts between subject positions 

describing travel writing as:  

a translation between the familiar and the unfamiliar, as well as between 
various inner dimensions, the significance of the journey is attained through 
the act of writing, which becomes essential for the experience of the 
traveller.  [...] a means to re-appropriate language and acquire a public 
voice.43  

In Souvenir, Lahey is certainly appropriating the voices of various Romantic poets. She is 

being creative, however, for an audience of one and, despite her youth, it seems to be a sure 

hand that selects the text to accompany the images she produced.  Based on her New Zealand 

trip, Lahey painted her first known works. Described as, “characterised by a Romantic 

interest in mood, conveyed through atmospheric effects of light and colour” after being 

exhibited in the Queensland Art Society annual show In the Otira Valley, N. Z. (1902) was 

sent to New Zealand, along with four other paintings and Souvenir to the West Coast, as gifts 

for  Brown and her family. 44 

 

What is important about these examples from Souvenir is the way they highlight the 

heterogeneity of women’s travel accounts, within a single paragraph, or within a single 

journey.  European references are excised from the Whittier poem so the performance of 

Lahey’s Romanticism is less European. Lahey’s appropriation of Coleridge and Whittier 

demonstrates her capacity to “trespass,” as Yaegar would say, on the male symbolic to turn it 

to her own purposes.  Nor does this have to only be a strategy to manage the terrifying 

sublime, though it may be, as Hubbard shows.  Lahey, however, was an Australian tourist in 

New Zealand; she was not Mina Hubbard, nor even a Florence James starring in her own 

bildungsroman, “in search of self, love and a career.”45   

The intensity of Coleridge’s “grandiose Romanticism,” and its prioritizing of the 

transcendent, triumphant, human imagination, does not emerge as a sustained characteristic 

of Souvenir.  It is not even Lahey’s preference to begin Souvenir with such intensity.  She 

prefers Whittier’s gentler use of Nature, emotion and spirituality and humble expression that 

moves through a reverence that decenters human emotions and imagination. It is this in 

Whittier that appeals to her own travel experience and quieter character, the need to live with 
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the divine as other in nature, not with paranoia or fear of boundary loss, but as natural. This 

modest aesthetic is highlighted by “Coach Road near Otira Hotel.”  Hubbard is explicitly 

“grateful”; Lahey captures an appreciation of small blessings in a well enjoyed lunch.  Both 

may be understood as espousing an aesthetic of humble co-existence rather than collapsing 

into or remaining distant from an experience, of sharing rather than directing. There is 

agency, but no grandiose assertion of self. These elements are all essential if the model of the 

modest artist-flaneuse is to be upheld as a way of understanding  Lahey’s later European 

engagement with Romanticism.  

Turning to Europe, Lahey at thirty-seven is a confirmed spinster entering the terrain 

of the flaneur as an urban tourist.  Her sightseeing rambles take in church architecture, the 

people and streetscapes as she travels from one gallery to another. She is an artist at leisure, 

in limbo, working at travel and consumption of the culture to which she has a very brief 

access. As a flaneuse, Lahey must share with the flanuer that paradox which is the art of 

flaneurie – the capacity to observe, without being seen, to experience fully and at a distance, 

to exist simultaneously, in other words, as self and other.  

Baudelaire is the most well know of flaneurs, though his activities are often 

associated with his poetry, particularly Flowers of Evil (1857).  Writer and academic, Nigel 

Krauth, has stated that Baudelaire: 

was the first flâneur, or stealth observer. Famously he recorded sex, death 
and pink bits in Paris. He was like the barely-noticed dog in the alleyways, 
sniffing at rotten rubbish cans [he was…] a writer who insistently focused 
on the sexy, the ugly, the gross underground stink of Paris - and did so in 
gorgeous, literary writing.46 

This is not, perhaps, the sort of public voice a modest artist flaneuse with female Victorian 

receptivities may wish to appropriate, no matter how literary or gorgeous. In his essay, “The 

Painter of Modern Life,” however, Baudelaire portrays an artist with “an aim loftier than that 

of a mere flaneur.”47 The artist-flaneur has a finer sensibility than the idle, decadent, male 

voyeur who haunts the poetry of Flowers of Evil. As “the painter of the passing moment and 

of all the suggestions of eternity that it contains,” there is actually a goal to his cosmopolitan 

meandering. A man of the world, “his interest is the whole world; he wants to know, 

understand and appreciate everything that happens” because he is a “spiritual citizen of the 

universe” who signs his paintings with his “dazzling soul” (original italics).48 Like Gilpin and 

the “grandiose Romantics,” Baudelaire’s artist-flaneur draws sublime back from that which 
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overwhelms to retain artistic agency. Like an uninhibited child, his artist-flaneur sees things 

differently:  

The child sees everything in a state of newness; he is always drunk. Nothing more 
resembles what we call inspiration than the delight with which a child absorbs form 
and colour … inspiration has something in common with a convulsion … every 
sublime thought is accompanied by a more or less violent nervous shock which has its 
repercussion in the very core of the brain … genius is nothing more nor less than 
childhood recovered at will – a childhood now equipped for self-expression with 
manhood’s capacities.49   

Seeing “in a state of newness” is also the state with any tourist; the artist-flaneur, however, 

sees with the intent to represent.  For representation to occur, the novelty which threatens to 

consume and overwhelm (in its grossness or beauty) must be placed at a distance.  Yet again, 

the emphasis rests upon the organic nature of productive genius: Baudelaire’s “convulsion” at 

the “core of the brain” is recruited to the heroism of the ecstatic or despairing artist. 

As an urban walker in modernity, the artist-flaneur, then, like the Romantic poet and 

the landscape artist, is also implicated in representational issues which engage the tension 

across a boundary between the sublime and the human, between the inexpressible and the 

ability to occupy the place of scopic empowerment. Just as Yaegar re-orients Romanticism 

beyond the rhetoric of domination, so Clare Olivia Parson (1997) and Angela Woollacott 

(2001) recuperate the artist-flaneur, as flaneuse. Parson argues that women travelled through 

urban space in ways similar to men so that streetscapes and landscapes were observed with a 

critical eye that lent them a “fine sensibility.”50 Woollacott suggests that Australian women, 

in particular, were well suited to the role of flaneuse because they were accustomed to the 

“behaviour of larrikins in turn-of-the-century Australian cities.”51  In another article, 

Woollacott actually footnotes  Lahey as a colonial flaneuse who had used Melbourne as a 

stepping stone towards greater confidence.52  It is clear that the least that an adventurous 

woman can do is appropriate from the male symbolic of the flaneur the ability to recruit 

public space to her own purposes. For an established artist such as Lahey, there was, by 1919, 

the opportunity to appropriate very much more from Baudelaire’s artist-flaneur. 

 Lahey’s European accounts are infused with more of the immanent Romanticism of 

this modest artist-flaneuse as she rejoices in the dissolution of the boundary between the 

human and the mysterious divine. She calls the sound of the bells of Antwerp Cathedral 

“ravishing” and later climbs the tower just as the bells chime.53 She writes afterwards: 
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I’ll never forget it! A few slow notes like the first drops of a thunder 
shower, then the silvery patter of arpeggios, followed by rushing showers of 
sound as the full carillon beat round us. 

We were in it, we were of it, going up and up, deeper and deeper into the 
darkness, nearer and nearer to the heart of the tower, all trembling with the 
golden music, one’s own heart quivering at its nearness, the touch of the 
handrail, the only tie to earth, the only tangible thing in an ether of 
blackness – beyond that, only music and mystery and the feeling of drawing 
ever nearer to the heart of such beauty.54  

Not only is the sound of the bells metamorphosed into Nature with the metaphor of the 

storm but she becomes effectively disembodied, a vibrating chord of sound herself 

completely at one with the air. Vision disappears. There is only a deep inner reverence for 

the beauty and mystery that has effectively absorbed her without, however, threatening her. 

There is, therefore, no terror and whilst, in Burke’s terms it may be true to say that “the 

mind is so entirely filled with its object, that it cannot entertain any other”,55 this is not an 

example of a “state of the soul in which all its motions are suspended”56 because there 

is,movement “ever nearer to the heart” of beauty.57 Lahey’s soul is moved, it trembles and 

her heart quivers, delighting in unity.  

Nor is this a random example, there are other examples of immanence, rapture and the 

unrepresentability of the sublime. In Antwerp, Lahey notes: 

There is a curious something that I can’t find words for, about the parks 
here, that marks them as different from those in London - the trees seem to 
grow much taller, with a certain airy grace, a feeling of delicacy and 
mystery that seems to be lacking there. You walk beneath them, not as 
under trees, (something separate and apart) but in their light, as if they had 
an aura, and the veils of lightly poised leaves, either like a loving thought 
droop over you, or tower above you like a living cloud as you walk in their 
green light. It is exquisite!58  

Here she is driven to use a spiritual vocabulary: grace, light, mystery, veils. The trees   are 

imbued with these qualities which do not terrify, even though like a “living cloud” that 

“tower[s] above.” As an observer of difference between here and London, between this 

experience and that, between human and divine, between separation and absorption, between 

immanence and transcendence, something spiritual is constituted.   

That Lahey is modest is also evident in her travel diary. In Ghent, she wanted to visit 

three churches and found they were all busy conducting services so she went to the Grande 

Beguinage and Petite Beguinage “communities of women living in a sort of little walled town 
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of their own, and occupying themselves in work, or acts of devotion.” 59 She enters the 

church of the Petite Beguinage, but is addressed, “skirts outspread like a black swan,” by one 

of the sisters: 

I got up and slipped out. Was it wrong of me to be there? The guide book 
spoke of vespers as if one was supposed to go, there were lots of […] 
women beside me, and I was kneeling in the humblest and darkest corner.60  

Having already refused to interrupt the previous church services, when the guide book and 

her presence are challenged, Lahey prefers to slip out rather than draw further attention.  In 

Antwerp Cathedral she actually calls herself “shy”:  

I had never been to a Roman Catholic service before and felt intensely shy. It 
was very beautiful – the ornate ritual, the glorious music and the adoring 
congregation made a most moving effect. But doesn’t it seem curious that the 
followers of the poor Carpenter should deck themselves in gold and jewels 
and all the pomp of this world? 61  

Lahey also demonstrates her modesty through recognition of the mismatch between the 

humbleness of Jesus and the pomp of the Church. Whilst the latter is impressive in a material 

and worldly way, it is alien to her in the context of worship. Whilst it creates “a most moving 

effect,” 62 it is a performance.  Lahey remains on the outside of it, observing with a critical 

eye which notes how the ornate ceremony neglects the Divine to foreground its (grandiose?) 

followers. As with the guide book and vespers, she phrases her observation as a question 

rather than a dogmatic judgment. This further strengthens her claims to shyness and the 

aptness of a description as modest. She knows what she thinks but does not detract from the 

splendor of the scene before her. It remains  glorious even when framed by her own 

difference from it, and a failure of immanence.  

Another occasion when Lahey identifies herself as shy is even more interesting, and 

worth quoting at length because it demonstrates her conscious awareness of the dissolving 

boundaries between life and art. She took a “dirty” “jolting” “closed in” steam train from 

Amsterdam to the fishing village of Volendam. On arrival she saw a “line of ordinary looking 

houses” so “prepared for a disappointment” only to discover: 

I could not have had a bigger shock if I had walked on a stage in the middle 
of a performance. The extraordinary costumes, caps, and clappering sabots, 
the wonderful colour of the boats, and nets hung from them to dry had a 
theatric quality. If a picture had suddenly started to life (for the scene had all 
the rich quality and colour of a good painting) it would not have seemed 
more extraordinary. I was in a new world. My first impression was an acute 
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consciousness of them and then an acute consciousness of myself, check 
dress, tan shoes and all. I felt very shy, then came the biggest surprise of all. 
To drop through space into a new world was sufficiently surprising, but 
after the thud, to sit up and find the inhabitants as unconscious of you and 
your extraordinary costume, as if you were invisible was even more so, and 
intensified the feeling that you were walking in a living picture. It took a 
little while to realise that it was part of their everyday life to be stared at by 
such visitants.63 (emphasis added). 

As in the Cathedral, there is a theatricality which makes Lahey the unobserved artist-

flaneuse. There is no sublime reverence or rapture this time, but rather shock. There remains 

a need to get the eye to “compose itself enough to make coherent observations.”64  

Laheyproceeds to do just this, itemizing what she sees upon the stage: the “costumes, caps, 

and clappering sabots” the nets and the boats, the color. As observing artist, she compares the 

scene to that of a “living picture.” When she turns her eye upon herself, however, this new 

world goes topsy turvy and the frame between it and her position as observer gets muddled. 

She sees herself in all the ordinariness of “check dress, tan shoes and all.” 

It is this arrival of herself center stage in her own perceptions that makes her feel  shy. 

It is not a matter of being observed by others because she finds, “the inhabitants as 

unconscious” of her as though she “were invisible.”  No – her modesty, as a flaneuse 

voyeuristically touring the street, is constructed by becoming invisible observer of others and 

observer of self simultaneously. She catches herself in the act of voyeuristic flaneurie and is 

temporarily stunned. The instability of the boundary is so intense that it is embodied as a 

“drop through space” a halting “thud” and a physical re-gathering of the body into a 

recognizable posture: she has to “sit up” and look around again. A second act of composing 

herself re-orients the perceptions, restores a comforting invisibility, but retains that sense of 

her costumed, role playing self. This does not, however, relocate her beyond the frame of the 

new/old world of the painting that she has entered. She has become a part of the everyday life 

of the villagers: she is in her imagined painting and their ontological reality.  

Lahey had a similar response to real paintings.  Her response to Syndics at the 

Clothemaker’s Guild records another disappearance of a boundary between art and life: 

Most pictures you look at, this picture looks at you. Instead of the picture 
being a part of the room you stand in, the room is part of the picture, in such a 
wonderful way has Rembrandt projected the interest and life of the picture 
beyond the frame. 
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The Syndies seated around their red table are deep in the affairs of their 
meeting, but, as you look, you realise that the room you stand in, is invisibly 
peopled and that some stir has caused them to look up from their business, 
and down at you, and beyond you. And it is these glances that bind you and 
the room and the picture together as one thing, so that the invisible people 
they are looking at, the Syndies themselves, and you, seen equally living and 
present.65  

Just as the Souvenir of the West Coast worked with nature, emotion and spirituality so, too, 

does the European travel diary. Although much time is spent in churches, in galleries and in 

hotels, it is also spent roaming the streets, seeking new sights. She speaks of painting en plein 

aire and the responses of the people around her.66  

If there is any sort of quest for Lahey, as a modest artist flaneuse entering public 

spaces, seeking stimulation without inserting herself into the scene, it is to come back to life. 

She wrote that before she left England “I hardly cared whether I saw anything or not! My one 

longing was for home.”67 The sights and sounds of a recovering Europe revive her, though, 

and the quest produces a shift in her being: “These last two months,” she writes, “have been 

wonderful ones to me. After the starved years of the war the feast of the wonder of Europe 

has come.”68 She maintains the metaphor of sustenance when she talks of looking at 

“hundreds of pictures in your hungering search for the one that satisfies, the one that calls and 

holds you”;69 and reflecting on this, she says that, “to cram so is almost the last thing in the 

world one ought to do – buts its better than to be left unfed.”70 Again, elsewhere, the 

metaphor of a bodily appetite is linked unequivocally to a spiritual yearning: “perhaps hunger 

is better than satisfaction, and divine incompleteness urges us on.”71 Far from seeking 

separation from the Divine, Lahey sought it through everyday experiences of immanence and 

the scopic power of the modest artist-flaneuse.  This is a productive understanding of her 

aesthetic because through her own modesty Lahey found a way to tap into her Romantic 

sensibilities without giving in to a “grandiose Romanticism.” 

Lahey’s’s travel diary confirms the Romantic sensibility that was at play in the 

Souvenir. These autobiographical artefacts are seventeen years apart and reveal a life being 

lived in moments of openness, informed by a spiritual dimension that enables Lahey to 

engage Nature and nature without losing herself. This model of the modest artist-flaneuse is 

informed by a steady but non self-deprecating humility which enables immanence to feature 

as a part of an artistic sensibility capable of observing boundaries as they shift and change 

before her, transporting her into an eternal reverential present.  Whilst, in her modesty, she 
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would probably prefer not to sign her paintings with a “dazzling soul” it does not mean that 

Vida Lahey, modest artist flaneuse, was any less deeply engaged as Baudelaire’s, “spiritual 

citizen of the universe.” 
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