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Bunbury: The art of Eric Thake

This article was researched in part during
an honorary fellowship at State Library
Victoria in 2018-19. My warm thanks also
to Jeni Beaty, Eric Thake’s daughter, and to
Gerard Hayes, State Library Victoria, for his
generous advice and assistance. Information
regarding the whereabouts of any oil or
gouache paintings by Thake held in private
collections would be very welcome. Thake’s
images © The estate of the artist.

1 The Newcastle City Art Gallery, New
South Wales, held the first institutional
show of Thake’s art, showing prints,
drawings and photographs, in 1968-69.

2 Eric Thake, ‘Some further notes on the
George Bell [school]’, 19 April 1973, p. 4,
Eric Thake, Papers, 1930-82, Manuscripts
Collection, State Library Victoria, MS
9826, box 2

3 Bernard Smith, Australian Painting
1788-1970, Melbourne: Oxford University
Press, 1971, p. 209

4  For a discussion of contemporary British
art exhibitions in Australia, see Gerard
Vaughan, ‘Modern Britain in Australia’,
in Ted Gott, Laurie Benson & Sophie
Matthiesson, Modern Britain 1900-1960:
Masterworks from Australian and New
Zealand Collections, Melbourne: National
Gallery of Victoria, 2007, pp. 15-23.

5 ‘Modernist art’, Herald (Melbourne),

17 August 1932, p. 16

6 George Bell, ‘Eric Thake’, Arr in Australia,
3rd series, no. 51, 15 August 1933,

PP. 3943 (three pages of illustrations);
Basil Burdett, ‘Modern art in Melbourne’,
Art in Australia, 3rd series, no. 73,

15 November 1938, pp. 12-30 (Yellow spinner
and (Still life) illustrated p. 50); Gino Nibbi,
‘Ideas behind contemporary art’, Art in
Australia, 3rd series, no. 76, 15 August 1939,
pp- 16-29 (Happy landing illustrated p. 19);
Basil Burdett, ‘Australian art to-day’, The
Studio, vol. 115, no. 538, January 1938 (Flight
illustrated p. 10). Thake recorded, ‘In 1962
[probably 1972] James Mollison came

out to see us at the flat + on seeing the
photograph [of Still life] asked where the
painting was. When I told him the sad
truth he replied, “I'd have bought that for
Canberra™. Eric Thake, ‘Catalogue of oil
paintings’, n.d., p. 2, Eric Thake papers, in
possession of the Thake family

7 In his retirement Thake wrote various
lists of his oil paintings, gouaches, war
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paintings, prints and bookplates, which
are invaluable records. Eric Thake papers,
in possession of the Thake family

Leon Battista Alberti, De Pictura, 1.19,
English translation in LB Alberti, On
Painting and On Sculpture: The Latin Texts
of De Pictura and De Statua, trans. and ed.
C Grayson, London: Phaidon, 1972

Eric Thake, Inside looking out, in Exhibition
of Paintings and Drawings, Athenaeum
Gallery, Melbourne, 31 July - 11 August
1934, no. 61; and 10th Contemporary

Art Group Exhibition, Farmer’s Blaxland
Gallery, Sydney, August 1935, cited in
Stewart Howard, ‘Is it art or just smart?
Contemporary Group exhibition’,
Australian Women’s Weekly, 17 August
1935, p. 18. Flight was also included in the
1934 exhibition, no. 65.

Thake recorded, ‘Painted from my
Mother’s kitchen window 33 Marara Rd
Caulfield red brick chimney, red brick
roof, blue sky, white clouds, brown holland
blind, white curtains with pale brown
spots, brown moth with blueish “eyes”

on wings’. The ruffle of fabric on the sill
appears to be tea towels or dishcloths
placed out to dry, the window closed to
hold them in place. Thake, ‘Catalogue of
oil paintings’, p. 3

Howard, TIs it art or just smart?’

Flight is not mentioned on Thake’s later
lists of his oil paintings, nor is a colour
description known. Edward Wadsworth
was experimenting with tempera, a pre-
Renaissance technique using egg yolk,
rather than oil, to bind pigments. There
are suggestions that Thake similarly
experimented with tempera, although in
his later lists he wrote only of painting
with either oil on canvas or board, or
gouache on paper.

Harold Herbert, ‘Art’, Australasian
(Melbourne), 29 August 1936, p. 18. In this,
Herbert refers to a now-unknown painting
of ‘fungus forms’ and Yellow spinner,
another of the destroyed paintings known
only through a photograph. Burdett,
‘Australian art to-day’

Wadsworth often included propellers in
his iconography, with which Thake was
familiar; however, Thake said he took this
fluid form from the swirls of coloured glass
inside marbles.

Thake also had stepsons, John and Peter.
Happy landing was exhibited with the
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Contemporary Art Society in Melbourne,
June 1939, and illustrated in Art in
Australia in August 1939. This painting was
purchased by Maie (later Lady) Casey, who
occasionally attended George Bell’s classes
and bought the art of her fellow students.
In 1940 she and her diplomat husband
moved to Washington, DC. This painting
apparently travelled with them to the
United States and following their return
was exhibited at the National (later Art)
Gallery of South Australia, in 1946.
Thake’s fantastic Archaeopteryx (1941) was
acquired for the Art Gallery of New South
Wales’s collection in 1964.

Quoted in Sarah Matthews, ‘Eric Thake,
two paintings of Chinese shops in Little
Bourke Street’, La Trobe Journal, no. 100,
September 2017, p. 85

Thake kept a newspaper article about a
carrier’s shop at 292 Exhibition Street that
was decorated with a painting of Field
Marshal Herbert Kitchener and Colonel
Robert Baden-Powell. Herald (Melbourne),
11 April 1957, p. 14. With this he made a
small sketch of the shop and wrote that he
had intended to paint it in 1942, together
with ‘a cutlers in the Eastern Market

& a carriers in Lt Bourke’. Eric Thake,
Newspaper cuttings book, p. [21], Eric
Thake, Letters, photographs, clippings,

c. 1939-92, Manuscripts Collection, State
Library Victoria, MS 13445

Thake’s copy is now in his files in the
National Gallery of Australia’s library.
Gordon later produced a series of covers of
city shops and dwellings for the New Yorker
magazine.

Eric Thake, ‘On getting some ideas for
pictures’, 12 September 1963, pp. 3-6,

Eric Thake, Papers, 1930-82, Manuscripts
Collection, State Library Victoria, MS
9826, box 2

Alan McCulloch, ‘Art review’, Herald
(Melbourne), 30 September 1952, p. 10
Thake and Brack exhibited together in
1953, and the two became good friends.
The Thakes owned an early Brack painting,
Mr Whitaker’s small business (1953), an
interior scene that shows an almost-empty
office, with its owner standing by the
half-open door, which he, but not we,

can see out of. Sold Deutscher-Menzies,
Melbourne, 29 November 2000, lot 9

Jeni Beaty, Thake’s daughter, remembers
being with Thake when he sketched this
scene, at the corner of Riversdale and
Auburn roads, Hawthorn. The building

is the Riversdale Hotel, with well-dressed
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women exiting it. The Thakes had
dachshunds as pets. Jeni Beaty, personal
communication, 22 February 2020

Peter Pinson, ‘The paintings of Flight
Officer Eric Thake, official war artist,
RAAF Historical Records Section,
1944-1946", PhD thesis, University of
Wollongong, 1987, pp. 1-3. Thake was
promoted to flying officer in April 1945.
Exhibition of British War Pictures, British
Ministry of Information, Australian tour,
1943

Eric Thake, letter to his family, December
1944, quoted in Jean McAuslan, ‘Eric
Thake, 1904-82’, Journal of the Australian
War Memorial, no. 2, 1983, p. 18

Eric Thake, 1974, quoted in Mary Eagle,
The George Bell School: Students, Friends,
Influences, Melbourne: Deutscher Art, 1981,
p.28

That Thake drew this image without access
to a compass demonstrates his remarkable
draughting ability. Eric Thake, interviewed
by James Mollison, 17 December 1976,
copy in possession of the author

Kamiri searchlight was illustrated in the
accompanying catalogue.

Thake, ‘On getting some ideas for pictures’,
p. 2, original emphasis

Eric Thake, ‘Well, what’s for lunch today
Sister?” Mercy Hospital Feb 1958, Eric Thake,
Sketchbook, 1957-61, National Gallery of
Victoria, Melbourne, P19-1974

Thake’s first solo exhibition was held at
Georges Gallery, Melbourne, in 1947.

For example, State Library Victoria owns
over 70 photographs taken by Eric Thake
on the Royal Australasian Ornithologists’
Union trip to Uluru, Kata Tjuta and
environs in 1952.

Rare exceptions to this are a gouache

of Uluru (1953, private collection) and
another of Wyperfeld National Park (1966,
State Library Victoria, Pictures Collection,
H?2008.48/151), which he painted as a
backdrop for a short documentary film,
Wyperfeld, by his friend David Corke (State
Film Centre of Victoria, 1965).

Thake, ‘Some further notes on the George
Bell [school]’, p. 6

Thake was a keen birdwatcher. Bird-
themed art included We saw the orange chat
(1974, private collection) and illustrations
he drew for Emulet: An Ornithological
Soufflé (2 vols, January 1949, March 1952),
a humorous booklet put out by the Royal
Australasian Ornithologists” Union.
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Thake, ‘Some further notes on the George
Bell [school]’, p. 6

Thake made a number of oil paintings
using pub interiors, looking through
windows or doors, including The carved
emu eqq, Louth Hotel (1966, whereabouts
unknown); The weekly train departs, the

dog goes back to sleep; View from Menzies
Hotel (both 1971, whereabouts unknown);
Railway Bar, Mullewa (1971, Art Gallery of
Western Australia); and Window at Broad
Arrow (1971, Newcastle Art Gallery). He
also made a bookplate in 1971 for Ted
Mayman, ‘an old friend from RAAF War
History days, drawn from a sketch in a pub
en route to Leonora’, in which the book-
owner’s name is reversed as though it is the
pub window lettering.

Clive Turnbull, ‘Abstract value of Thake’s
art seen’, Herald (Melbourne), 30 June 1947,
p-5

‘The first thing to make an artistic
impression on me as far as I can remember
were some small black & white drawings
in “The School Paper” when I was about

8 or 9 years of age. I was attracted to their
bold silhouettes and feel sure that it was
these drawings that influenced my later
linocuts.” Thake, ‘Some further notes on
the George Bell [school]’, p. 5. “The word
intrigued me ... The silhouette has always
been one of my greatest interests’. Eric
Thake, ‘A collection of memories set down
haphazardly’, n.d., notebook B, Eric Thake
papers, in possession of the Thake family
Clive Turnbull, quoted in Eric Thake,
Photography Department biographical
form, 1 September 1973, Eric Thake,
Artist’s file, Records Management Unit,
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Elizabeth Summons, notes of opening
speech at Thake retrospective, National
Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, 21 May
1970, p. 4, photocopy in possession of the
author

Cooper: The surgeon and the fashion icon

‘People, parties ... tributes’, Age
(Melbourne), 21 June 1951, p. 5

Undated and untitled clipping in author’s
late aunt’s photograph album

Annette Cooper, Remembering Georges:
Stories from Melbourne’s Most Elegant Store,
Melbourne: Melbourne Books, 2014
Patchwork, in Prose and Poetry (Melbourne:
Presbyterian Ladies’ College), 1 April
1910, p. 1, Presbyterian Ladies’ College
Melbourne Archive; ‘School speech

days. Presbyterian Ladies’ College’, Argus
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(Melbourne), 13 December 1910, p. 9 ('m
assuming that ‘Miss F. Cooper’ refers to
her); Patchwork, in Prose and Poetry, 1 April
1910, p. 14

‘Social events. Dame Nellie Melba, Old
Collegian’, Argus (Melbourne), 9 October
1928, p. 11

‘Social events’

‘Death of Mr. David Mitchell’, Age
(Melbourne), 27 March 1916, p. 7
Patchwork, in Prose and Poetry, 1 April 1911,
p-17

Patchwork, in Prose and Poetry, 3 December
1913, pp. 28-29

Marion Olive Reid, The Ladies Came to
Stay: A Study of the Education of Girls at the
Presbyterian Ladies’ College, Melbourne:
authorized by the Council, 1960, p. 159;
‘Commencement day. Students and the
war. Chancellor on education’, Argus
(Melbourne), 10 April 1916, p. 4

Penny Russell, ‘Stone, Grace Clara (1860-
1957)’, shared entry with Emma Constance
Stone, Australian Dictionary of Biography,
National Centre of Biography, Australian
National University, published first in
hard copy 1990, accessed 4 March 2020,
adb.anu.edu.au/biography/stone-grace-
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medical degree overseas (graduating in
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Coppin, journal, 10 April 1865

Bagot, Coppin the Great, p. 304
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‘All the theatres will be closed until after
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