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Margaret Preston and Assimilation 
Donna Leslie* 

This article discusses the former Australian Government policy of assimilation 
and considers the views of the Australian artist Margaret Preston (1875-1963) 
in relation to the policy and its meaning for Aboriginal Australia. Preston 
presented her views on the appropriation of Aboriginal art in two important 
essays that were published in Art in Australia, in 1925, and 1930. This essay 
begins with an analysis of assimilation and its meaning. It then explores 
Aboriginal art and assimilation. Margaret Preston's essays are analysed against 
the background of assimilation, and other determining factors that influenced 
Preston's appropriation of Aboriginal designs. 

For historical accuracy, some outmoded terms which may be considered 
offensive when included in other contexts, are used in the following text when 
relevant, and also in quotation (e.g. 'mixed-blood', 'full-blood', 'half-caste', 
'race', 'native', 'white', etc.). 

There are four works of art by the Australian artist, Margaret Preston (1875-
1963), in the University of Melbourne Art Collection. Of these, a small coloured 
stencil in gouache on pulp-board titled Fish, (1949), which was gifted to the 
University by Professor Brian B. Lewis in 1970, attracted my attention. 1 Clearly 
inspired by Aboriginal art, this unassuming work, signed 'M. Preston '49' in the 
lower right hand corner of the composition, seemed implicitly to convey a story 
of significance, worthy of further investigation. I was fully aware that Preston 
was heavily influenced by Aboriginal art, but I had not previously taken time to 
investigate her appropriation of Aboriginal art in much detail. I was also aware 
that Preston had, through her art and published writing, become well known for 
her advocacy of Aboriginal art throughout much of her public life as a 
professional artist. One important and obvious question came to mind when I 
looked at Fish: why was Preston, a white Australian artist, inspired by Aboriginal 
art at a time when the Australian Government policy of assimilation was the 
national goal for Aboriginal Australia? What was Preston aiming to achieve by 
appropriating Aboriginal designs as publicly as she did, especially at a time 
when the Australian Government had demanded Aboriginal assimilation of 
white Australian life and the abandonment of Aboriginal cultural expressions? 
While this essay cannot realistically hope to provide an absolute answer to 
these questions, it begins with an historical account of the policy of assimilation 
in order to create the context for the discussion that follows. It investigates 
Preston's views on Aboriginal art through the analysis of two key essays by 
Preston that were written for the quarterly magazine, Art in Australia, namely: 
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1 Margaret Preston, Fish, 1949, colour stencil in gouache on pulpboard, 24.8 x 32.4 cm (sight); 
38.9 x 46 x 2.1 cm (frame). The University of Melbourne Art Collection. Gift of Professor Brian 
B. Lewis 1970. Accession Number: 1970.0001.000.000

Vol 18 No 3 Journal of Australian Indigenous Issues 2 



'The Indigenous Art of Australia', (1925), and 'The Application of Aboriginal
Designs', (1930) (Preston 1925; Preston 1930). lt also aims to explore the
contradictions apparent in Preston's appropriation of Aboriginal art at a time
when Aboriginal people were expected to assimilate white Australian life. Such
contradictions become apparent in close examination of the two essays in
question.

Assimilation

From the early years of British colonisation in Australia, attempts to assimilate
Aboriginal people began with the establishment of institutions which were
formed specifically to'civilise' and 'Christianise'the natives (Cruickshank 2008).
Such attempts, which occurred against the background of widespread
Aboriginal losses caused by colonial violence and introduced European
diseases, led to a societal belief that Aboriginal people were literally on the road
to extinction. Supported by evolutionary theory and Social Danruinist ideas of
the nineteenth century, even into the first half of the twentieth century, it was
assumed that as a so-called 'inferior' race, Aboriginal people had little to offer
the British colonisers. Smoothing the dying pillow of Aboriginal Australia was
perceived to have been made complicated however, by a 'mixed-blood'
population of Aboriginal people which was expanding as a result of
miscegenation. The Australian Government dealt with AboriginalAustralians of
'mixed-blood' by deliberately attempting to transform them into white
Australians through a policy of assimilation.

Ongoing problems relating to the treatment of Aboriginal people and the
effects of such treatment, led to a decision by the Australian States that a
Federal policy of Aboriginal affairs be adopted. ln 1935, a Royal Commission
to investigate and advise upon Aboriginal matters in Western Australia, stated
that the 'great problem confronting the community today is that of the half-
caste'. Aboriginal people were defined in terms of caste (or perceived
percentages of Aboriginal 'blood'), and each group was in turn considered to
also have its own unique problems. The solution proposed-that children of
'mixed-blood' should be encouraged to forget their Aboriginality and to become
like white people-was contrasted by the view that'full-blood'Aboriginal people
were not considered suitable for assimilation. lt was believed that they instead
required shielding from the 'evils of contact with the civilised races'. lf they were
somehow preserved for scientific study before it was too late, then the threat of
Aboriginal Australia as a 'fast dying race' might be properly addressed, and
alleviated, once and for all. While evolutionary theory was believed to support
the view that 'natural selection' would in time ensure Aboriginal extinction,
social and biological engineering in the form of assimilation would effectively
address the 'remnant' population of Aboriginal people of 'mixed-blood'.

ln 1936, a Premiers'conference held in Adelaide led to an agreement
that regular meetings conducted to dealwith Aboriginal affairs was necessary.
The following year, at the 'lnitial Conference of Commonwealth and State
Aboriginal Authorities held at Canberra, 21't to 23d April, 1937' , representatives
of the Commonwealth and the States agreed that the answer to the Aboriginal
'problem' would be the absorption of Aboriginal people of 'mixed blood' into
white society. lt was recommended that 'efforts be directed to that end'. This
national goal, coupled with an agreement that there should be 'uniformity of
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legislation' about Aboriginal people throughout Australia, included 'efforts of all
State authorities' to educate 'children of mixed aboriginal blood at white
standards'. Their 'subsequent employment under the same conditions as
whites' included the belief that they should also take 'their place in the white
community on an equal footing with the whites' (Commonwealth of Australia
1937). The question of equality was of course an integral part of the problem,
and assimilation was believed to offer a solution to a native people who were
considered unequal to white Australians, yet nonetheless capable of being
'civilised' and absorbed into mainstream white society. lt was thought that their
growing numbers would be more readily controlled that way. lt was believed
that the perceived purity of racial groups might also be better maintained.

Although the policy of assimilation was considered both a positive move
towards achieving equality for Aboriginal people, as well as an inevitable
outcome, by the late 1950s the Australian Government began to consider
Aboriginal identity differently. Assimilation had developed into a process that
had manipulated racial identity, and the consequences were disastrous for
Aboriginal communities throughout Australia. By 1960, the policy was redefined
in terms of gradual social change intended to eliminate disadvantage and to
support the social acceptance of Aboriginal people into mainstream society
(Commonwealth of Australia circa 1960s). On 20 April 1961, the statement of
Paul Hasluck, Member of Parliament and Minister of State for Territories (and
Chairman of the Native Welfare Conference held earlier at Canberra on 26-27
January 1961 to advance Aboriginal welfare), described assimilation as a
means for 'all aborigines and part-aborigines' to eventually 'attain the same
manner of living as other Australians and to live as members of a single
Australian community enjoying the same rights and privileges, accepting the
same responsibilities, observing the same customs and influenced by the same
beliefs, hopes and loyalties as other Australians.' Special measures were
considered temporary and 'not based on colour but intended to meet
[Aboriginal] need for special care and assistance to protect them from any ill
effects of sudden change and to assist them to make the transition from one
stage to another in such a way as will be favourable to their future social,
economic and political advancement.' Hasluck emphasised that the ultimate
'success of assimilation' was dependent upon the 'acceptance of aborigines by
the whole Australian community' to assist what he described as a 'difficult
period of transition'. He took the view that the 'most direct challenge' of
Government would be the acceptance of Aboriginal people within the 'whole of
the Australian community' (Hasluck 1961). At this time, assimilation had already
been a formal Government objective for more than twenty years.

While in 1962, Aboriginal Australians were granted the right to vote in
Federal elections, it was not until 1967, that a Federal referendum to amend
the Australian Constitution allowed Aboriginal people the right to be counted in
the Australian Census. By the late 1960s, the interpretation of assimilation was
changing to incorporate the idea that it was permissible for Aboriginal customs,
values and beliefs to actually be culturally distinct from white society and
maintained by Aboriginal people themselves. The former insistence that
Aboriginal people obey the apparent 'best interests' of the Australian
Government, and of mainstream white society, was no longer considered
appropriate. lndeed, the mindset of the Government in relation to assimilation
shifted to a view that Aboriginal people should now have a choice about whether
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or not they wished to assimilate and abandon their identities, heritage, values
and cultures (ALRC).

Since assimilation had included the underlying assumption that
Aboriginal people could only gain equality with white Australia through the
relinquishment of their distinctive identities and ways of life, new approaches
were now needed to redress the policy. When ia 1972, the federal Department
of Aboriginal Affairs was established to better support Aboriginal
'advancement', it focused not on assimilation, but 'integration' as a new policy
that did not aim to abandon or reject Aboriginal cultures. Over time, the policy
of assimilation was acknowledged for having been detrimental because it had
wrought widespread and irreparable harm across Aboriginal Australia in
immeasurable ways. One of the important outcomes of assimilation had been
the forcible removal of Aboriginal children of 'mixed-blood' from their parents
and communities so that they might be assimilated into white society. The policy
of assimilation had delivered unwelcome change in so many ways-indeed for
such a long period of time-that Aboriginal communities across Australia are
today still struggling with the consequences of what happened.2

Aboriginal art and assimilation

Given this historical context, it is not surprising that during the era of assimilation
the art of Aboriginal people by Aboriginal people themselves, received relatively
minimal attention compared with the art of white Australia. ln the 1930s, ideas
about Aboriginal people as primitive and intellectually inferior were prominent.
While Aboriginal people were considered by some Australian artists an
'interesting subject of art', their own art was responded to in oddly disconnected
ways (Fry and Pullene 1 931 : 153; Leslie 20O8: 27).

Even though Aboriginal people's art was mostly absent from white
Australian exhibitions during this period, it was however, of interest in other
contexts. To Australia's early anthropologists, Aboriginal art was an integral part
of the social and religious life of Aboriginal people. There was strong
anthropological interest in rock art in the 1930s, and concerns aboutthe need
to develop a better understanding of Aboriginal material cultures through
research. The meanings of designs on weapons and implements as well as
ceremonial body painting, was the primary focus of anthropological attention.
The anthropologist Adolphus Peter Elkin sought to discover the meaning of
designs in Aboriginal art, not merely in terms of their aesthetic, but through what
can best be described as a concept of cultural 'purity'. He compared the art of
Aboriginal people of 'mixed-blood', with those living traditionally and was
focused mainly upon 'original' native expression that was untainted by contact
with white society. While the art of Aboriginal people of 'mixed-blood' remained
of interest to him as an 'Aboriginal' expression, it nevertheless represented to
Elkin a'native culture'that had'broken down'(Elkin 1g39: 27,10, 12, 15-16;
Leslie 2008: 2B). ln 1934, when the Australian artist Percy Leason held his
exhibition titled, 'The Last of the Victorian Aborigines', featuring his portraits of
Victorian Aboriginals, at the Athenaeum Gallery in Melbourne, he reported that

2 ln 1997, Australians had better opportunity to collectively consider the impact of the policy of
assimilation on Aboriginal communities through the release of the report , Bringing them home.
National lnquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait tslander Children from their
Families. See: Commonwealth of Australia 1997.
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'old [Aboriginal] customs' had 'gone'. while some crafts remained they had for
the main part, Leason advised, been 'considerably modified'. Leason also
stated that Aboriginal people had 'no apparent interest in keeping up the purity
of their race' (Melbourne, Athenaeum Gallery 1934: 5, 8; Leslie 2008: 27).
Aboriginal losses, coupled with white societal values relating to racial purity
such as this, were common at the time.

While Aboriginal art in the 1930s was of interest because of its meaning,
itcontinued to be referred to as'decorative'. ln his bookAusfralian Decorative
Att, (1938), the anthropologist Frederick McCarthy referred to an 'awakening of
interest in primitive aft' at the time, and he reasoned that 'modern methods of
studying primitive cultures' had contributed to contemporary interests in
Aboriginal Australia (McCarthy 1962. 11; Elkin 1962'. 10; Lestie 2008: 28).
Although bark paintings were acknowledged by Mccarthy and others, and
efforts were made to investigate art of selected regions where traditions were
perceived to have managed to stay more intact, the reality of what had
happened to Aboriginal people as a direct consequence of colonisation, lay
starkly in contrast to the widespread silence in white Australian mainstream
society of the true plight of Aboriginal Australia.

ln his essay, 'The Aborigines', (1938), William Stanner expressed his
early thoughts on the neglect of Aboriginal people in Australian society, and
acknowledged that 'the process of extinction' was still going on 'in the remoter
parts of the outback, out of sight of the white urban populations, and out of
mind'3 (Evans 1962:23; Stanner 1969: 18-2g; Stanner 197g: 1).

while in the 1940s, Aboriginal art by Aboriginal people was disprayed in
exhibitions nationally, the conditions in which Aboriginal people were living were
displaced from exhibition contexts. ln addition, Aboriginal art was not usually
exhibited alongside white Australian art. An exception was the exhibition Art of
Australia 1788-1941, at the Museum of Modern Art in New york, which was
also the first Australian exhibition to promote Aboriginal art internationally. The
Aboriginal works however, were exhibited anonymously. Bark paintings from
the Northern Territory were shown alongside three 'Aboriginal pen drawings:
From Victoria'. The pen drawings, which are identifiable today as the work of
the nineteenth century Aboriginal artist rommy McCrae (1835-1901), were of
interest because they were made with European materials. While they were
described as 'primitive', they were also considered to demonstrate a 'fairly
advanced conception of design and action'. Aboriginal art was presented as a
distinctive 'Australian' expression, and while it was included modesily in the
exhibition, a design by the white Australian typographer and designer, Alistair
Morrison (191 1-1998), which was directly inspired by Aboriginal art, was used
on the cover of the exhibition cataloguea (Sayers 2013).

Margaret Preston's work was included in the exhibitlon and described as
a symbolic and cyclic completion to what was shown, because the exhibition

3 While awareness of Aboriginal losses, the effects of racism, and the Aboriginal struggle to
survive the ongoing impact of colonisation, was acknowledged in some Christian contexts
during this period, in the broader Australian society, these were selectively displaced from a
growing interest in Aboriginal art. See Webb 1938: 14; Leslie 2008: 31 .

a Alistair Morrison, who was born in Melbourne, studied at the National Gallery of Victoria Art
School from '1925, later moving to England to study at the London College of Printing. Later, he
continued to work freelance in London where he became interested in Bauhaus design. When
Morrison returned to Sydney in 1959, he was employed in an advertising agency and also
continued to work freelance. See Robinson 2008. ln this context, the 1940s also sawthe rise

Vol 18 No 3 Journal of Australian lndigenous /ssues



began with Aboriginal art and ended with its influence as the 'basis of a new
outlook for a national art for Australia'. This idea will be expanded upon in the
next section of this essay which examines Margaret Preston's ideas. Preston
also contributed her own views to the Art of Australia 1788-1941 catalogue,
advising for example, that although Aboriginal people had 'always been
regarded as in the lowest branch of civilization', their art demonstrated
otherwise (Leslie 2008: 32).

Margaret Preston

Throughout the assimilation period, Margaret Preston advocated for the
incorporation of Aboriginal art into Australian art (Burke 1 980; Butel 1985; Butel
1995; Butler 2004; Edwards 2UA; Preston 1929', Preston 1980). lt was not
'Aboriginal' art by Aboriginal people themselves that Preston wanted to
promote, however. She believed in an 'Aboriginal' art that could be for all
Australians, and one that could be made by white Australian artists. lndeed,
Preston contended that Aboriginal art could be incorporated into many aspects
of Australian life, including the decorative arts and home d6cor (Lovitt 2000).
She imagined Aboriginal art Incorporated into mainstream white society,
envisioning it as a shared visual language that would in turn distinguish
Australia from other countries internationally. Aboriginal art could even be, she
suggested, used to decorate shopping centres, cinemas, and the like.

When Preston first presented her views in Art in Australia in 1925 and
1930, what she proposed seemed like a radical direction forAustralia, yet her
overall perspective must be considered first and foremost in line with
developments that were taking place in contemporary art in Europe at the time.
The influence of primitivism in European art, which Preston was familiar with
chiefly through the work of the French artist Paul Gauguin (1848-1903),
represented a powerful change of direction in European art. ln the late
nineteenth century, Gauguin's engagement with Tahitian life and culture, had
led to his important contribution to primitivism in art. Strongly influenced by his
experiences in Tahiti, Gauguin was a primary exponent of the appropriation of
'primitive' imagery. There were many other European artists who were
influenced similarly; some, for example, taking their inspiration from Africa,
Oceania, or North America. While artist explorations can reflect individual
journeying however, in a broader sense, it also related to European colonial
conquests of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, in particular. The
colonisation of a country and its people went hand-in-hand with appropriations

of the watercolourist Albert Namatjira (1902-1959), whose achievements in the medium of
watercolour were perceived to have set him apart from his Aboriginal kin because he was
interpreted as a 'primitive' man who had developed the capacity to not only assimilate European
art materials, but also European techniques. The paradox of his reception into white Australian
society lay in the belief that he could be assimilated through his art, even though he would not
otherwise have been considered suitable for assimilation. In 1944, interest in Namatjira's work
grew after the publication of Charles Mountford's book, The Art of Albert Namatjira. Namatjira
was received as an ambassador for Aboriginal Australia. He was believed to have successfully
assimilated the ways of the white man, yet his tragic downfall after supplying alcohol to an
Aboriginal relative who turned to violence while intoxicated, highlighted problems about the
treatment of Aboriginal people around the nation as well as individual and societal issues of
responsibility. See Mountford 1944; Leslie 2008: 58-94.
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of lndigenous material culture.s ln the 1920s and 1930s, when Preston began
to publicly relate her ideas about Aboriginal art, Australia was only just
beginning to engage with some of the ideas of primitivism that had emerged in
Europe in earlier decades. ln 1907, for example, Pablo Picasso (1881-1973)
had made his own unique mark on primitivism when he painted his famous oil
on canvas, Les Demoiselles d'Avignon, (1907), which featured three female
nudes (in a composition comprising five female nudes) with painted heads that
were clearly inspired by African sculpture. Through primary exponents like
Gauguin and later Picasso, primitivism in Europe revitalized Western art
because it broadened its visual language. Through the act of appropriation, art
could now expand its field of visual references. lndeed, primitivism and
appropriation promised to revitalize the way art itself could be defined and
characterized. Art was no longer easily categorised in 'low' or'high' art Western
categories. With rigid conventionalism cast aside by the primitivists of the day,
art had the potential to, not only be 'antibourgeois' and 'countercultural', but
stunningly revolutionary (Rubin 1 988: 240-242).

ln her Art in Australia essay. 'The lndigenous Art of Australia'. 1925,
Margaret Preston wrote of her interest in incorporating Aboriginal symbols into
her own art (Preston 1925). Sidney Ure Smith and Leon Gellert, who were the
editors of Aft in Australia at the time, confirmed that there was much
contemporary interest in Preston's 'brilliantly successful application of
Australian aboriginal art to modern designing'. They applauded Preston as 'the
first artist to make the art of the Australian aboriginal a serious study'. Her
'knowledge and enthusiasm'was also interpreted as having 'seriously infected
designers who [had] been struggling unsuccessfully to develop a distinctive
national type of design' (Smith and Gellert 1925). lf Australia was to establish
its own unique distinctiveness internationally, symbolised by art that conveyed
exceptionality and uniqueness, then Preston seemed to offer a solution.

Preston turned. she explained, to'the art of a people who had never
seen or known anything different from themselves, and were accustomed
always to use the same symbols to express themselves.' Her vision of a
'national art' that would become distinctively Australian, could be, she
concluded, achieved through the deliberate appropriation of 'primitive natural
forms'. Australian Aboriginal art as a 'national' art, promised to bring 'new life'
into white Australia. Preston explained:

It is not from book-learning or professional lore which is at the
disposal of intellectuals that new life can be drawn. lt is on the
primitive natural forms that we must depend. ln returning to primitive
art it should be remembered that it is to be used as a starting point
only for a renewal of growth, and a gradual selection must take place
to arrive at culmination. Therefore I feel no loss of dignity in studying
and applying myself to the art of the aboriginals of Australia.

5 ln Primitivism in 2Oh Century Art: Affinity of the Tibal and the Modem, (1984), published in
conjunction with an exhibition of the same name at the Museum of Modern Art in New York in
1984, William Rubin refers to the serious attention primitivism received from modernists, who
lead the development of an immense bibliography in the field by the mid-1980s. See Rubin
1988:1.
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Preston's remark that she felt 'no loss of dignity' by studying Aboriginal art
relates to a societal view that Aboriginal people themselves were believed to
have had their'dignity' shattered as a consequence of colonisation.6

Preston's ideas were influenced by art she had seen while travelling
through Europe. She was also aware of other colonial contexts internationally.
She argued that France was a leading nation in art because French artists and
craftsmen had gained 'fresh stimulus', through contact with 'native colonies'.
French artists and craftsmen had been 'borrowing freely from the colonies of
other countries'. Preston presented the example of the island of Java which had
been, she said, 'drained to provide fresh ideas for the craftsmen of the great
nations'. so too, had the 'native crafts of central Africa' provided fresh
inspiration, and 'a return to simple symbols'. Humanity, interpreted on a scale
that extended from so-called primitive to civilised societies, could benefit, or so
it seemed, from a return to its origins. 'ln the beginning was the rough idol
crudely carved from wood by the negroes of the Upper Nile centuries ago, and
in the end the limpid, smooth, perfect sculpture of the Greeks. so why be
scornful of our own heritage?', Preston asked. An 'individual Australian art'
could therefore be built on white Australia's relationship with, and 'most intimate
connection with our aboriginal art' that was 'almost mystic and religious more
than merely commercial and industrial.'

No doubt the perception of Aboriginal 'art' as 'mystic and religious' made
it seem all the more attractive, yet how indeed would white Australia achieve
such an intimate connection with Aboriginal art, when Aboriginal people
themselves were for the main part physically segregated from white Australia
during this era? While it appears that Preston could be retrospectively
interpreted as expressing the desire for a kind of reconciliation with Aboriginal
Australia, this however could only truly take place on the basis of equality, not
through the free appropriation of Aboriginal symbols and motifs. Appropriation,
in this context, was in turn symbolic of deeper problems embedded in white
Australian society related to racial and social hierarchies. Preston's views were
inspired by developments in European art that had in part occurred as a result
of colonial expansion and cross-cultural interface with some cultures of Africa
and Asia, and while they may seem to have been in one sense radical at the
time, they merely reflected the cross-cultural dynamics in society that existed.
They paralleled ideas of assimilation which took hold during the same period.

Preston studied the forms of Aboriginal art, and interpreted what she saw
as 'gumleaf shape[s]', boomerang shapes and circles as 'principal forms of
expression' for Aboriginal people. she viewed such expressions as a
fundamental 'totemism' and 'one of the origins of art'. This was evidence to
Preston that Aboriginal art could be employed to address the need for a national
Australian art. ln her 1925 essay,'The lndigenous Art of Australia', published
in the quarterly magazine, Art in Australia, Preston went so far as to present a
'plea' that Aboriginal art hold 'a place in the future art of the world'. She

6 For direct reference to this concept, see Samuel Thomas (S.T.) Gill's lithograph titled Nafrve
Dignity,1866, in the University of Melbourne Art Collection; SamuelThomas (S.T.) Gill, artist
and lithographer, De Gruchy and Leigh (printer), Native Dignity, 1 866, Iithograph, 31 .4 x 22.5
cm (image); 56 x 40.7 cm mount, the University of Melbourne Art Collection. Gift of the Russell
and Mab Grimwade Bequest 1973. Accession No: '1973.0648.005.000. This work was intended
for Gills's publication Colonial Comicalitieg '1856. While the book never eventuated, this work
has since been reproduced in watercolours and lithographs. See Bowden 1971: 98-gg.
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proceeded to demonstrate how her vision might be established. lnterpreting
Aboriginal expression as 'primitive', went hand-in-hand with the interpretation
of Aboriginal people themselves as primitive beings, too. Preston described
Aboriginal people as 'emotional'. she also noticed that they displayed 'rhythm':
'lt will be much easier for the highly intelligent mind to do this than the mind that
never thinks for itself but depends on custom and tradition', Preston suggested.
'Starting by accepting the fact that these aboriginal people had emotions that
gave them the desire to decorate their shields, etc., it is usefulto us to see the
rhythm in which many of them are conceived,' The white artist could, Preston
contended, by contrast to the Aboriginal artist, bring to 'Aboriginal' art his or her
'conscious knowledge'. To Preston this meant that white artists had the ability
to intelligently interpret the so-called primitive rhythms of Aboriginal art, and in
the process, elevate it to a higher level. The inherent bigotry In such
misconceptions is obvious today, yet indicative of the milieu into which Preston
was born.

The carved trees of New South Wales were of particular interest to
Preston too, and she went to great lengths to describe how Aboriginal tree
carvings might be applied in art.

To aid you in the study of these tree-trunks observe that the
boomerang shape has been used with circles. You will not forget that
the moon and sun appear to the aboriginal, as to us, circular in form.
These Taphoglyphs are only carvings on the rough bark and so
leave the designer a wide field in colour.

Preston also referred to Aboriginal shield designs, and other items of material
culture, to suggest ways to appropriate and alter them, so that they might also
be used in home d6cor. Aboriginal designs could potentially be used to
decorate furniture. They could be applied to a broad range of home furnishings.
The 'simple colours' of ochres and charcoal were a distinctive part of Aboriginal
traditional designs that could also be exploited. They were 'delightful, restful
and simple'. The shape of the gumleaf and the circular flower 'should be',
Preston argued, 'the keynote of our national designs'.

Directing her attention to the urban environment, Preston also advocated
for an 'Australian atmosphere' in Australian caf6s too, likening her ideas to the
decorated caf6s of Paris. The design of the Australian cinema, like the cafe,
could be transformed and made uniquely Australian. 'Go to the art of our
aboriginals to see what is wanted', Preston daringly advised.

while white Australia had the potential to develop its own unique
'Aboriginal'expression through the exploitation of the art of AboriginalAustralia,
it could more easily do so, Preston contended, because it was physically distant
from contaminating international sources.

Art is not cosmopolitan; it is only the globe-trotter in mind who says
that. our saving grace is our distance from contaminating sources.
we have teachers and wonderful prints to help us and the rest must
come from ourselves, and the beginning should come from the home
and domestic arts. This is the reason that I have studied the
aboriginal's art and have applied their designs to the simple things
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of life, hoping that the craftsman will succeed where, until now, the
artist has certainly failed (Preston 1925).

What is interesting about Preston's reference to contamination through contact
with other countries of the world is that it parallels ideas about the so-called
contamination of Aboriginal people themselves as a consequence of their
contact with white Australians. While 'full-blood' Aboriginal people were
considered in need of protection from the contamination of white Australia,
Aboriginal people of 'mixed-blood' were already considered contaminated.
Apparently tainted by the blood of Aboriginal Australia, they were viewed to
have required instead, controlthrough their assimilation into white society. Such
analogies in today's context seem strangely displaced and yet when examined,
they clearly reflect the mindset of the period.

To appropriate Aboriginal art, Preston contended, it was essential to
approach it 'simply', rather than from the 'heights of a school of design
education'. Preston wrote unashamedly that to 'understand' the 'primitive
efforts'of Aboriginal people, a 'simple'approach was necessary. The challenge
faced by the white Australian artist who wished to work with Aboriginal imagery,
was also to enter the mind of the Aboriginal. ln 1930, in her Ari in Australia
essay, 'The Application of Aboriginal Designs', Preston declared, in what
appears to be not only a patronising but perplexed tone: 'We simply cannot get
to the bottom of their minds, it is alljust a little too simple for us'. 'Firstly notice
that every design by our own aborigines is irregular, this is the essence of their
beginnings, for the minds of very primitive beings are not capable of working on
set lines.'

Preston considered items of material culture such as Aboriginal shields
and carved designs:

Undoubtedly many shields will be brought to light, showing that their
art is much more regular than I say, but I have always found when
this is the case that outside influence has been at work. Also please
do not bother about what the carver meant in the way of myths, rites,
etc.; that is not the decorator's affair. Now as to colour, the matter of
massing and the primitiveness of the colour is of the utmost
importance. The colours at first should be earth colours, such as
browns, reds, yellows, white and black. Then if you combine your
lines, masses and colours studied from these primitive shields, you
probably will be able to produce the same primitive feeling with an
educated result (my italics).

Preston went on to describe the 'tapa' or bark cloth of Tahiti, referring to the
French artist Paul Gauguin (1848-1903) who had achieved, in her view, an
educated result.

Tapa does not come from the same type of mind as that of the
Australian aboriginal. ln the first place, Tapa has to be made, which
involves greater mental effort than merely picking up a piece of
wood: so that although the maker of Tapa is a primitive, he is a
developed primitive and in advance of our own aborigines (my
italics).
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lnterpreting Aboriginal people on a lower level compared with the lndigenous
people of Tahiti, was of course reflective of a deep underlying prejudice inherent
in the idea that Australian Aboriginals represented the lowest form of humanity
(Preston 1930; Leslie 2008: 20). Preston chose'simple'items because she also
wanted to understand the Aboriginal mind. 'lt is better for a study such as that
of primitive art to try to get near to the genesis of mind as well as of matter', she
advised. 'So please do not forget: no realistic designs on very utilitarian objects.
Be aboriginal (my italics).

This extraordinary advice reflects the view that it was perfectly alright for
white Australian artists to adopt, and to adapt, Aboriginal designs. lt was also
safe for white Australians to do this without threat to their own racial and cultural
identities. The assimilation of Aboriginal people into white Australian society
however, required of Aboriginal people the abandonment of their 'primitive'
identities and everything Aboriginal that came with it. That white Australian
artists were advised to 'Be aboriginal', also contradicted the rejection of
Aboriginal cultures during the era of assimilation (Preston 1930).

What becomes clear in an analysis of Preston's two essays is the fact
that her views not only reflected the influence of primitivism in contemporary art
at the time, but the policy of assimilation, as well. Preston took the view that
while Aboriginal art was the simplest expression made by primitive minds; it
could be transformed into an art that would open up a 'new world' for the white
Australian artist, who could ostensibly do it better. Aboriginal art was an art that
never sought 'perfection', yet it nonetheless contained 'essential truths' that
could be beneficial to all (Smith 1941:61, 5, 28,16-17).

Conclusion

The transformation of Aboriginal people through the Australian Government's
policy of assimilation, paralleled the appropriation of Aboriginal art into white
Australian art, whereby the separate cultural identity of Aboriginal art would be
subsumed within white Australia. This essay has explored aspects of this
fascinating history, with specific reference to two essays by Margaret Preston,
published in Art in Australia in 1925 and 1930. ln 1963, the death of Preston
coincided with the beginning of a gradual decline in mainstream society's
interest in what I have called the 'art of assimilation'7 (Black 1964: xxi, 142, 140,
138, 1 47).ln this way, Aboriginal symbols seemed to exist in their own separate
space in white Australian society because they were separated from the

7 This did not however, prevent Roman Black, an artist and former lecturer in ethnology, from
reiterating Preston's views in his book, Old and New Australian Aboriginal Aft (1964). Black
commented that there was little available for the general reader on Aboriginal art at the time
and that this had inspired him to publish his own book, yet while he defined 'old' Aboriginal ar1
as traditional Aboriginal art made by Aboriginal people, 'new' Aboriginal art, could be created
by'contemporary white Australians'. Heavily influenced by the views of Preston which had been
published and publicly communicated in preceding decades, Black's views supported the
ongoing appropriation of Aboriginal art. He referred to a range of contexts where Aboriginal art
could be applied, and these included Christmas card design, stamp design and stage design.
Aboriginal art could also be used in the design of items like playing cards. Echoing Preston's
views, Black contended that through their application within white Australian societal contexts,
Aboriginal designs could also find a position of prominence and elevation simply because they
were appropriated by white artists. See Black '1964.
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segregated reality of Aboriginal life in fringe camps, missions and reserves.
Assimilation's goal of the 'ultimate absorption by the people of the
Commonwealth' was paralleled by the absorption of Aboriginal imagery into
white society.

ln today's context, it seems almost inconceivable that such views about
race and Aboriginal material culture could have developed in the first place, and
that they could have held firm in Australian society for as long as they did.
Margaret Preston, and the white Australian artists who were influenced by her
views, do not appear to have interpreted what they were doing in terms of
Aboriginal exploitation.s They considered it alright to freely appropriate the
designs of Aboriginal Australia, and to incorporate Aboriginal imagery into their
own work. Their appropriations may be viewed as a cultural assimilation of a
different kind to the one Aboriginal Australia was expected to undergo. The
white Australian appropriation of Aboriginal imagery did not-at the time-
mean that white Australian identities were placed under threat, nor could they
ever be thrown into question in the same way Aboriginal identities were. The
perceived superiority of white Australia ensured that white Australia would not
begin to truly examine its own motivations in relation to AboriginalAustralia until
it identified and addressed its own prejudices and biases, and adapted
Government policy to create a fairer Australia. lncreased societal responsibility,
not only to create a more just Australia where Aboriginal cultures and languages
were allowed to be maintained, and indeed to flourish in their own right, also
paralleled the rise of the Aboriginal art movement. Over time this movement
also included the growth of an increased awareness of protocols for working
with Australian lndigenous arts and craftse (Mellor and Janke 2001).

By 1972, while assimilation was at last seen to have failed, the
beginnings of the Aboriginal art movement at Papunya, communicated the
distinctiveness and cultural presence of Aboriginal people and their art,
counteracting the policy of assimilation itself. Not only were Aboriginal people
no longer expected to give up their cultural heritage, but the widespread
appropriation of Aboriginal art by white Australian artists also gradually
diminished in line with changing attitudes.l0

Flsh has taken me on a journey of discovery. I have learned that
Margaret Preston had envisaged an Aboriginal art that was not 'Aboriginal' at
all. lt was not intended to have been made by Aboriginal people themselves. lt
was an 'art of assimilation' that was appropriated and absorbed into white
Australia. Not unlike the absorption of Aboriginal people, it also aimed to
remove Aboriginal identity because it removed the Aboriginal maker. The
embedded contradictions may be acknowledged as bizarre and outrageous in
today's Australia, yet they were reflective of the society into which Preston was
born and the international developments in primitivism that she was influenced

I See, for example, the work of Douglas Annand, Frances Burke, Byram Mansell and Gert
Sellheim.
e Through important publications such as Doreen Mellor and Terri Janke's, Valuing Art,
Respecting Culture: Protocols for working with the Australian lndigenous Visual Arts and Craft
Secfor, (2001), artists and others now have the opportunity to learn about, understand, and to
apply, appropriate cultural protocols to their work in the Australian lndigenous visual arts and
crafts sector. See Mellor and Janke 2001.
10 ln recent years, contemporary artists including Destiny Deacon, Gordon Bennett, Ross
Moore, and Tony Albert, have addressed Aboriginal kitsch, home d6cor and appropriation in
their work. For a detailed and fascinating analysis of this period, see Healy 2008; Molloy 2008.
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by. Preston's vision of 'Aboriginal' art was ironically an art for all Australians,
yet at the time the Australian Government had not included Aboriginal people
In the Australian census until the 1967 referendum. Preston's aspiration
seemed to hold the promise of unique symbols of Australian nationhood that
could be held up to the world as a distinctive 'Australian' identity.

The Aboriginal art movement has since demonstrated that Aboriginal
artists can indeed give voice to their own cultural expressions and that they
remain unique and distinctive, despite the onslaught of assimilation and
appropriation. The outmoded and destructive language of assimilation in art can
now, in any case, be acknowledged for what it was; a tragic and embarrassing
Australian history.
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