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SYNOPSIS 

Changing the Landscape: The Life and Art of Moya Dyring 

This thesis brings back into focus the life and art of Moya Oyring 1909-1967, who for a time played an 
important role in Australian art history. From 1937 she lived mainly in France and during her lifetime 
produced a substantial body of work, most of which was sold at exhibitions throughout Australia. 

Dyring's early work was figurative, her style strongly defined by the George Bell School and an early 
foray into Cubism. After settling in France the figures gave way to the constantly changing landscape 
as she travelled throughout the countryside of France, Spain and Italy. She recorded the life of the 
country villages the seaside towns and the vistas of Paris. But as her life slowed down in the late 1950s 
and early 19608 and she travelled less, the figures of children, playing in the parks and gardens 
blending with the cityscape of Paris, took over from the predominate landscape of earlier years. 

This thesis is presented in two parts. The first part takes the form of a biography, reconstructing the 
life of the artist from letters and interviews. Fifty six letters were sent to John and Sunday Reed by 
Dyring, over a period of thirty years and are now held in the archives of the State Library of Victoria. 
These letters and other relevant archival material have been used to reconstruct the life of the artist in 
consultation with family members and friends. Secondary sources, including catalogues and relevant 
art historical texts have provided additional knowledge of significant people and events that have had 
an impact on the artist's life, such as John and Sunday Reed, Sam At yeo and Herbert and Mary Alice 
Evatt. The second section studies her work and the critical reception it received. It places the artist in 
the context of her own history, her art practice and art history as it relates to Oyring's gendered 
experience, politically and personally. 

Lack of knowledge of the artist's life and work has contributed to her being almost completely 
disregarded in exhibitions of women artists working in the thirties, forties and fifties. Her contribution 
to the emerging modernist scene in Melbourne and the part she played in the circle surrounding John 
and Sunday Reed at Heide, has been reduced to a few lines in art historical texts, yet a studio in Paris 
bears her name in homage to a great supporter of fellow artists. She had a rare gift for friendship and 
extended generous hospitality to a large circle o('n'iends and young artist visiting Paris from Australia. 
Like so many women artists of her generation her place in history has been ignored and her art 
forgotten. This thesis tells her story and places Moya Dyring and her art and lite, back into the 
landscape. 
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FAMILY AND FRIENDS 

Moya Claire Oyring was born on the 10th February, 1909 in Coburg an inner suburb of the city of 

Melbourne. She was the third of four children, her younger sister Pat was born II years later, her 

conception interrupted by the World War 1. Dyring's mother Dagmar was a descendent of the Cohn 

family in Bendigo, a family whose name became a household word in Victoria for over a century, and 

was the first brewing company to produce lager beer in Australia. Her father, Carl, a doctor, had been 

a fflmily friend before marrying Dagmar Cohn, his second wife. His father had travelled to Australia 

from Denmark with the Cohn brothers in 1853, in search of fortune on the Bendigo goldfields and 

ultimately took on a new life in Australia. 

Dyring's Hunily tree had Danish roots on both the paternal and maternal sides, as the original Cohn, 

Isaac Brehrend, was pm1 of the Jewish wave of migration from Germany to Denmark at the end of the 

Eighteenth Centur/. Several hundred Cohns are listed and many pictured in the Cohn family record 

and they share two characteristics; strong Christian names and strong facial features. Matilda, Moritz, 

Bertha, Julius, Leo, stare out from their old fashioned black and 

white photographs with a direct, piercing gaze under wide, high 

brows, within broad faces. Features, that no amount of marrying 

Ollt has been able to genetically disperse. 

Reading some of the background details of past generations of the 

family reveals that artistic ability seemed to proliferate ancl 

architects, designers, horticulturists, and musicians were an 

important part of the family history. Dyring's aunt, the sculptress 

Ola Cohn, converted an East Melbourne Cobb and Co. coach 

house, into a studio residence in 1931, giving lessons and offering 

meals and a bed to many of Melbourne's artistic community. It 

was here possible that Dyring was introduced to the artistic 

ambience that she herself was to establish in Paris twenty years 

later. 

I. Dyring on the right with ROSH and Curl. 

Early tamily photographs of Dyring by herself or with her brother and sister, are conventional poses, 

the girls in white lace dresses, long white socks and floppy white hair ribbons. Figs. 1. & 2. It is 

obvious that they lived a privileged lifestyle though it was not quite conventional in some ways. When 

World War 1 broke out Oyring's father served as an officer in the Australian Medical Corp in Egypt. 

Dagmar decided to join him there and was appointed matron at an AIF hospital in Cairo. Five year old 

I Cohn, Alan A., J.M., & L.J., Tablets of Memory: The Bendigo Cohns and their descendants 1853 -
1986. Antelope Press, Doncaster. 1990 p.l. 



2. Dyring with long plaits before she cut them off. 
'Bub' was the family nickname for Dyring. 
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Moya, brother Carl and sister Rosa, were left with relatives in Bendigo for the duration of the War. 

After the War they moved to Brighton where Dyring attended Firbank Girls Grammar, firstly as a day 

girl, then for a period as a boarder when her parents took Carl, Rosa and Pat on an extended trip 

through the Australian outback. She was a good all-round student excelling at studies and sport, 

particularly golf, swimming and tennis. Some of this success is reflected in the fact that in her final 

year she became I-lead Prefect. After the War her father retired and both parents devoted their time to 

developing the extensive gardens at 'Mahabba', their horne in Brighton. 

rather designed the garden and made the decisions about what was planted and mother picked 
and arranged the flowers for the house, and we had a I'u \I time gardener of course/ 

was how Pat remembers this part of her life with her parents and family at Brighton. A calm well 

ordered life, of tennis parties, afternoon tea and croquet on the lawn, only Dyring disturbed the peace. 

She designed and made clothes which were outrageous and no one else would have been allowed to 

wear, yet no one seemed to take any notice, according to her sister. 

I don't think we expected anything else, but now I look back on it I realise that she was 
making a statement. And she would chat to my friends while she took a bath, r think it was 
the first time some had seen a naked body, I was the most popular girl in schooL3 

After Moya's last day at school she locked herself in her room and cut off her long plaits. She didn't 

come out for two days she knew how much it would upset her father and it did, but it all blew over very 

quickly, everything Moya did blew over. 'If I'd done it' said Pat, 'it would have been different' ,4 

In 1928 Dyring and her sister Rosa went on a European tour. They were unchaperoned which seems 

unusual for two girls of 18 and 22 in the 1920's, yet perhaps it was in keeping with the liberal attitude 

or the Dyring parents who galloped off to the War and left their children with relatives. They stayed 

with brother Carl, who was in college in London training to be a surgeon and then went on to travel 

Europe. It was wh i Ie they were in Paris that Dyring lin.,t saw the III St. Louis and fell in love with it. 

She remarked later in her life, that it was on this /irst trip with her sister that she decided she would 

eventually live in Paris.) 

There is no family memory or record of Dyring painting or drawing before she started art classes in 

Melbourne, yet there seems little doubt that she knew what she wanted to do. On her return to 

Melbourne in 1929 she illllllediately enrolled in art classes at the National Gallery School, training 

under Bernard Iiali. 6 Her lather turned a garden shed into a studio for her which Dyring decorated in 

orange and black. Sam At yeo, a lellow student came for lunch and to meet the parents. Dyring's 

mother approved but Pat believed her lather never liked him. 

Father only ever said one thing about him aller he came home fbr lunch, he said; ·well he had 

2personal Interview with Pat Boyes, March 200 I 
J 1bid 
4

Ibid 
5Pcrsonal interview with Judith Innes-Irons, April 2002 

6Bernard I-raIl was Director of the NVG and head of the NGV school for 43 years. 
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nice hands'. I think that was the only nice thing he could say about him and father was the 

sort of person who never said anything nasty, but he conveyed a lot with that statement
7 

After Dyring's father died in June 1931, life changed for the entire family. Dagmar decided to sell 

their large home and move to an apartment. Rosa and Carl had married and Pat was sent to boarding 

school so there was only Dyring left and she was very rarely at home. Dagmar and Moya moved to a 

flat in Malvern and At yeo decorated Dyring's room with striped wallpaper in silver, cream and green 

with black furniture, Pat thought it was beautiful but the rest of the family disapproved. Dyring set up 

her studio at the top of Melbourne's Little Collins Street, close to the artistic hub of the city which 

Alister Kershaw referrred to as "our own antipodean Chelsea, our Greenwich Village, our st. Germain 

des Pres.,,8 'The Petrushka' which Dyring always referred to as 'The Russian Cafe', Gino Nibbi's 

Leonardo Bookshop, a seedy French restaurant, a few art galleries and John Reed's OHice, were all 

situated within this area. Dyring's studio became a popular venue, and she became famous for her 

parties; "with bodies allover the floor in various stages of Iovemaking,,,9 according to some reports. 

Dyring's desire to enter into the Melbourne National Gallery School was quite a natural one for anyone 

wanting to study art in Melbourne at that time. There would have been little to choose from in 1929 

and the conservative teaching and conservative reputation of the school within the Melbourne 

Establishment, made the choice obvious. Under Bernard Hall she would receive a thorough if narrow 

grounding in tonal realism, pmgrcssing from drawing busts and casts with charcoal on paper, then life 

classes, first in charcoal and then in paint and finally admission into the painting school. Hall believed 

in the massing and grouping of light and shade into a traditional tonal mode, with emphasis placed on 

Royal Academy and Paris Salon standards of excellence. Knowledge of the radical stylistic 

<:xperil11cntation from France and Germany was certainly available to art students in books and prints, 

these could be viewed at the State Library or purchased from Gino Nibbi's bookshop, but the practice 

of modcrnism was not taught at the National Gallery School. 

Modern developments in art emanating from Europe were censored by the strict buying policy of the 

National Gallery of Victoria and the high protective tarief levelled against artworks entering Australia. 

The art loving public of' Melbourne had to be protected, us modernism as perceived by the 

conservatives, was akin to barbarianism, heralding an eventual slide into moral decay. The national 

value and virtue embodied in the pastoral vision of the Ilcidelberg School, must be upheld at all costs. 

Despite Dyring's experimentation with Cubism, her l1'iendship with At yeo and the other "moderns' she 

7personal interview with Pat Boyes February, 2001 

8Kershaw, Alister. Hey Days; Memories and Glimpses o/Melbourne's Bohemia 1937-1947. Harpers 
Collins Publisher, 1991. 
9Eagle, Mary. Peter Purves Smith - a painter in peace and war. 1994. Beagle Press, Sydney. p.74 
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persevered at the National Gallery School, graduating after three years. Her survival technique shared 

with Atyeo and others from the school, was to become a frequent visitor at the newly opened and more 

so ph isticated art school of George Bell and Arnold Shore. 

Sam At yeo 

At yeo was well established at the National Gallery School by the time Dyring became a student, and 

they formed a relationship. Both would have been attracted to the vivid personality of the other. This 

was not an attraction of opposites as both had a dynamic zest for life and a quick wit. At yeo was an 

early devotee of Jazz and he possibly converted Dyring. I 0 Neither was afraid to be different or 

attempt the outrageous, but while Dyring was content to con nne her eccentricities to outrageous 

clothes, wild parties and an early conversion to Cubism, At yeo was far more public in his rebellion. 

Between 1930/31 he won three prizes culminating in the prestigious Grace Joel Scholarship. But his 

1932 submission of the painting A Gentle Admonition ll for the coveted travelling scholarship, was 

rejected by Bernard 1'-lall. This stin: stylised portrait of Hall with two naked women, foJ/owing the 

theme of Lot scolding his daughters, was disqualified by Hall for contravening regulations, but was 

obviously of great embarrassment to him. The Sun reported that, "it did not conform to traditional 

standards, it was considered ultra modern." 12 The portrait was subsequently acquired by Edward 

Dyason a Melbourne financier and mentor to At yeo. The painting was later displayed in Fred Ward's 

Collins Street shop through the invitation of Cynthia Recd. 13 

At yeo's circle of friends included young designers commencing their professional and artistic careers. 

Fred Ward studied art and engineering, and from 1927 had started to design simplc, functional flJrniture 

incorporating Australian wood. 14 John Reed shared a house with him aller returning (i'om law studies 

at Cambridge and it was through this association he began to take an interest in the artistic life or 

Melbourne. l
) Cynthia Reed and Ward opened a shop together in 1932, promoting modern furniture 

and interior design. At yeo joined them as a designer after giving up painting while he remained in 

Melbourne in 1934, and through the patronage of Dyason carried out some JlUljor projects, including 

1 °Dyring was obviously very fond of Jazz as there arc many references to Jazz bands etc. in letters to 
the Reeds. Her sister believes she was introduced to Ja72 by At yeo, as she does not remember hearing 
Jazz played at home. The Reeds called her • Fat Bottom because of her love of the music of Fats 
Waller. 
II Also known as Lot Admonishing his Daughters 

127'l7e S'un December 20th, 1932 

13Cynthia Reed was John Reed's sister and supposedly a partner in Fred Ward's furniture design shop, 
although this appears to have been a very casual arrangement. 
l4phipps, Jennifer. At yeo Exhibition Catalogue, 1982. At Heide, Museum of Modern Art 

15phipps, J. Atyeo Catalogue. Conversation with Mr. Fred Ward p.12 
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the facades and interiors of The Equitable Building and Regency House in Melbourne and the design 

and interior decoration of Dyason's main house at Narbethong. 

But he continued to give lectures on modem art at his studio, and was often called on to use his skills 

as a decorative artist to embellish walls for major events. Many of these were controversial but one 

caused a furore in the press in 1934 when he painted a mural of naked Aborigines for the Victorian 

Artists Society's ballroom decor, to mark the Centenary of 

Melbourne. He was asked to cover certain parts of their bodies 

with fig leaves so he put them over their faces. 

John Reed described At yeo as: ··Perpetually restless and active, 

articulate and never satisfied to passively accept authority, his 

vivid personality influenced everyone with whom he came in 

16 
contact" 

Undoubtedly, his influence on Oyring as a young student was 

pivotal, particularly as Dyring matched him in spirit and in her 

need to be outrageous and different. Her early forays into 

Cubism while still a student at the National Gallery School, 

could be attributed to her visits and occasional classes at the 

George Bell School, but it was At yeo who opcned her eyes to 

new experiences. 

3. Sam At yeo Tile TII",ker c. J 933-1935 
This painting reflects At yeo's view of art as an 
intellectual and experimental exercise and his 
efforts to interpret space in Cubist form. 

In his public lectures he constantly preached against the exact rendering of nature as art and the 

obsessive need by most people to link art to formal realism. 

Almost all painting in Australia is landscape painting of eucalyptus trees, a few still lives, 
nudes and portraits. Most pictures are casual, i.e. taking nature as it is, without even arran~ing 

it (no design ) ... everybody seems to like what they see outside imitated on the walls inside. 1 

And he was very fond of quoting Shopenhaucr. "Art is only art when it is not nature" 18 

16Reed, John. Introduction, Sam Atyeo. Ex. catalogue. M.O.M.A.D. Australia 1963 

17 Phipps, J. A tyeo Exhibition Catalogue 1982 pp. 34 -35 

18 Ibid p.32 
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Jennifer Phipps who curated the At yeo Retrospective exhibition at Heide Park and Art Gallery in 1982, 

believed that he occupied a singular position in Melbourne in the 1930's because he struck out on his 

own in interpreting European art after post-impressionism. 

He did not accept the status quo, to join in with the prevailing 'modern' art practices of 
George Bell, Jock Frater and Arnold Shore in exploring post-impressionism. 19 

He believed in the organic nature of art, an idea he shared with John and Sunday Reed, and that 

painting should start gesturally, "the hand being the tool of the brain.,,20 His first abstract work, and 

the tirst abstract painting in Melbourne, Organised Line to Yel/ow was shown at the Contemporary Art 

Group Exhibition in 1934. At this stage in his life, according to Phipps, he had come to terms with 

ahstract art but in fact between 1934 and 1936 when he finally left Australia he painted very little, 

apparently he became disenchanted with the Melbourne art scene and most of his energies went into 

architecture and furniture design. 

At yeo's major asset was his ability to attract people to mentor and foster his creative output, and 

himself as a creative individual. Cynthia Reed and Fred Ward, Edward Dyason, John and Sunday 

Reed, Dr Evatt and his wife Mary Alice, were mC\jor players in the At yeo saga. Attracted by his 

restlessness, intelligence and creativity like moths to the light, they flocked in times of need. He was 

also very attractive to women and had numerous affairs before and after his marriage to Dyring. 

Although his friendship with Dying culminated in their marriage in 1941 was known to everyone at the 

time, he had a well publicised atlhir with Sunday Reed during 1935 and 1936. The affllir ended when 

he began to make it clear he would travel overseas and although Sunday suffered from a nervous 

breakdown at the time, it appears this did not aHcct At yeo's friendship with the Reeds, or their belief in 

his talent.
21 

He also shared a close relationship with Cynthia Reed, from their 11rst meeting in the early 30's until 

1940. In letters to Sunday, Cynthia made it clear she was very fond of At yeo, and despite her close 

friendship with Dyring,22 made 11 last ditch attempt to secure some sort of understanding with him 

hefore he married Dyring. She visited him in Barbados on her way to Australia at the outbreak of the 

war and became pregnant. Their child Jinx was born in May 1941, but obviously no understanding was 

reached as Cynthia returned to Australia alone and pregnant, calling herself Mrs. Hansen. She never 

I l)ibid 

20'['d 3 1)1 p_ 5 

21 Letters sent irom John Reed to Sunday while she was staying at her parent's home in Sorrento 
suffering a nervous collapse after the break-up, suggest that At yeo and Dyring were visiting Heide 
regularly and there was still a deep friendship between them all. In one letter he writes ·'1 haven't seen 
Sam today so I can't tell you anything you don't know as I expect he talked to you f()1' hours last night 
(at Dyason's expense)" John Reed Letters 
22Cynthia spent the winter of 1940 until the beginning of Spring with Dyring in Vence in France. A 
letter sent to J. & S. Reed and postcards to her mother confirm this. Cynthia le'ft Vence to return to 
London and from there catch a boat to Australia, but made a detour to the West Indies on the way 
home. 
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It was many years before anyone, including Dyring, knew Jinx was 

The most enduring influence on At yeo's early life came from Herbert Evatt and his wife Mary Alice. 

Evatt was a Judge of the High Court of Australia when he met Atyeo in Melbourne in the early 30's 

and both had a lasting effect upon the other. Evatt was attracted to Atyeo's quick wit and intelligence 

and At yeo, to Evatt's knowledge of modern art and his Willingness to champion the modernist cause. 

The Evatts bought art and were generolls in their patronage and At yeo and Oyring introduced them to 

the up and coming young intelligentsia of Melbourne. In 1942 when Atyeo and Oyring were living in 

the West Indies, Evatt, by then Minister for External Affairs in the Curtain Government, invited At yeo 

to become his private secretary. From that time on until Labour lost government in 1949, the lives of 

At yeo and the Evatts were closely bound together . 

. Judgic and Mns 

Herbert Vere I:vatt was born in Maitland in the liunter Valley in 1894, the third in a f~lmily of six boys. 

I-I is father died when he was seven and his mother moved to Sydney to be closer to an extended family 

so she could work to support them. Evatt attended Fort Street High and the University of N.S. W. on 

scholarships, passing the Intermediate Examination in the Faculty of Law in 1916. He was called to 

the Bar in October 1918 and announced his engagement to Mary AI ice on the same day.23 

Mary Alice Sheffer, Mas to her friends, was a clever, articulate girl, chocolate box pretty, with blond 

hair and blue eyes. She came from a wealthy family, attending Redlands, a private girls school on 

Sydney's I~lshionable North Shore. At university she studied architecture bccause of her talent for art 

and design, but art was her real love and allcr her marriage she took art lessons. Her marriage to Bert 

united the Capitalist ShelTers to the socialist Evatt but it was a marriage of true minds, Mary Alice had 

a mind of her own, a stoicism and strong will inherited from her father and a keen sense of social 

justice. They were unable to have childrcn and adopted Petcr and Rosalind in the 1930s. 

They were described by Rosalind to me as; "The most in love couple, totally devoted and dependent 011 

each other, always asking advice of the other. They were a unit, a total unit.,,24 Evatt was a real 

intellectual, conslImed with ambition yet tortured by the contradictions of his personality. He worried 

constantly about his and his tllmily's health to a point where he wore newspaper under his clothes to 

ward off the cold, carried cough lollies and a variety of tablets in his pocket to cover all emergencies 

23 Tennant, Kylie, Famous Australians, EVA1""!: Politics cmd Justice, 1970. Angus and Robertson, 
Melbourne 
24 Personal interview with Rosalind Carrodus, February, 200 J 



~Page 8-

and was always careful to keep out of draughts. When he walked Rosalind down the isle on her 

wedding day he crackled and rattled but he had covered every possible pitfall, nothing was going to 
25 

mar her day. 

His children loved him dearly. He was a marvellous father, loving and thoughtful and while Rosalind 

could look back and see how he must have affected others at times, to her he was a kind and caring 

man who always had her best interests at heart. The children's birthday parties were planned by their 

father and he always took part in the festivities. lie made up stories for Rosalind which he would tell 

her every night alter he got home and as much as possible he would pick them up from music lessons 

d d h I 
... 26 

an atten sc 00 actIvItIes. 

Described by his peers and his niece Justice Elizabeth Evatt, as "£1 rare lawyer,,27, he believed that you 

must fulfill social aims with justice according to law, but it was justice above all that he stood for and 

he championed the poor and oppressed. By 1930 Evatt became a judge of the High Court, at 36 he 

would be the youngest judge to take this position. The Evatts had a holiday house at Leura in the Blue 

Mountains by this time and he travelled {j'eqllcntly between Sydney, where they had a home, Leura and 

Melbourne, as the High Court sat for six weeks each in Sydney and Melbourne. In Melbourne they 

stayed at hotels, which Evatt hated because they were cold and full of drallghts. 28 So Mary Alice 

f<:Hmd a tlat and set out to furnish it and because of her love and knowledge of modern art was drawn to 

the furniture shop of Cynthia Reed with its prints of Van Gogh hanging in the window. From Cynthia 

they bought furniture and paintings from the exhibitions Cynthia held of the young Melbourne 

modernists. 

While At yeo takes credit for converting Evatt to modernism and Ja22,29 it was his own insight and 

responsiveness to change that attracted Evatt to the modern movements. Also the influence of Mary 

Alice, a painter herself: closely involved with the modern art milieu of Melbourne. Already well 

travelled, they purchased English and European modern art when it was unknown in Australia and it is 

more likely that they improved At yeo's knowledge with their collection, which included Picasso, 

Modigliani and Vlaminck. But it was after an initial meeting with At yeo und Cynthia and his 

introduction to the Reed Circle that Evatt became a self appointed protagonist for modernism in 

Australia and the champion of the Heide group.30 Cynthia, typically irreverent, called him 'Judgie' 

and the name stuck. 

25 Ibid 

26 Ibid 

27 'Doc' A Portrait of Dr. Herbert Vere Evatt. ABC Documentary 1995 
Film Australia. 
28 T K I' . ennant, y Ie op.ctt. 
29 u 

fngram, Terry, Financial Review. Friday October 31 1980. pAl 
30 Crockett, Peter. Evatt a Life, 1993. For a discussion on the early days of Evatt's involvement with 
the modernist movement. pp 21 &22 



-Page 9 ~ 

But Atyeo did make an impact upon Evatt and it started with his dress sense or lack of it, at their tirst 

meeting at Cynthia's furniture shop. His visit to the gallery/shop was probably encouraged by Mary 

Alice and At yeo, who worked there on a part time basis was minding the shop. "In walks this old guy 

in butterfly collar, cravat, lavender waist coat, black tails, striped pants, button up boots and black 

Derby hat".31 Evatt was about 38 at the time and At yeo obviously wasted no time telling him how old 

and dated he looked. As the story goes they hit it off and went out for lunch and Evatt asked for his 

help, "as I obviously look 40 years older than I ShOllld,,,32 so At yeo took him to a store and he bought 

some more up to date clothes. 

It was the beginning of a friendship that was to steer At yeo's life on a different course and for Dyring, 

who would eventually hitch her star to his, it was the beginning of a friendship with the Evatts and 

particularly Mary Alice, that would last until Dyring's death in 1967. At yeo was clever, articulate, 

witty and irreverent, he made Evatt laugh and later us Evatt's secretary he was considered to be Evatt's 

eyes and ears on the world.,,33 At their first meeting Evatt was impressed with At yeo's rejected gallery 

painting, Lot Admonishing his Daughters, which cocked a snoot at the academic painting of the 

National Gallery School, also he was impressed and sympathetic with this new school of artists seeking 

to express the rapid transformation of society with radical imagery and innovation. When Robert 

Menzies, then the Federal Attorney-General, proposed and founded an Australian Academy of Art in 

1937, ostensibly to promote art generally, but in reality to provide patronage for the conservative, 

realist artists, Evatt was among the tirst to oppose it. 

'fhe new Modernists were politically motivated, aligning themselves with the Communist wave 

sweeping Europe in retaliation to Fascism. Many joined the Communist party which became 

n.lshionable for a while among the avant-garde, but as KyJic Tennant observed in her biography of 

Evatt; "Evatt had enough political sophistication to know that people did not stay in the Communist 

Party .~. they passed through it on their way to somewhere elsc.J4 He was impressed with the 

prescience of the Melbourne art movement and championed their cause at every opportunity, believing 

that artistic innovation went hand in hand with political change and he backed this lip by buying art and 

being available to open exhibitions. 

Dyring's solo show at Riddell's Gallery was among the early exhibitions Evatt was supposed to have 

opened in Melbourne. Because of ill health he travelled to Melbourne the day after the exhibition, 

giving a press conference the following week in which he attacked the proposed Academy of Art. 

Ironically, whi Ie Dyring was sympathetic with the aims of the Reed circle and had no time for the 

31 Ingram, Terry, Financial Review article pAl 
32 ibid 

33 Tennant, Kylie. Letter from Sam At yeo reprinted in Evatt, Politics and Ju:·;tice. P. /(JO 
34 ibid p.98 
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conservative elements of the Melbourne art scene, she seemed not to be politically minded, in fact her 

family described her as apolitical and she was certainly not in sympathy with the radical element which 

was forged in opposition to the Academy of Art. She constantly fell out with her friend Adrian Lawler 

on the subject as he drew the battle lines at every social event and waged a war in the print media. She 

was 'bored' she wrote to Sunday Reed, after a night out with at the Russian Cafe, "about Adrian going 

on and on about his paper attacking Menzies, in fact everything that has anything to do with the art 

controversy and he is truly worked up about it, but he is boring, rather he bored me.,,35 At a party 

which the Evatts organized for Oyring, to celebrate her success, Evatt launched into a bitter attack on 

the Melbourne establishment, much to her horror and in the same letter to Sunday she wrote; "he 

became worked up at times and almost vicious making personal attacks and then on the academy 

business until I thought he would never stop. ,,36 

Dyring was worried people would be upset, but not too many were, most of them had heard it all before 

and were sympathetic with his views, "and only a few that mattered,,,37 were not in agreement. Evatt's 

views, as usual, received wide press coverage, adding to the controversy already surrounding the 

establishment of the Academy. His plea that, "Australian galleries should be induced to buy or borrow 

modern pictures,,,38 drew an immediate response from the Director of the National Gallery of Victoria, 

J. S. McDonald and was reported in The Sun newspaper a few days later. "I don't think we should 

have modern art in the gallery at all.,,39 

Uppermost in Dyring's mind as she wrote her Jetter to Sunday Reed was the fact that her exhibition had 

been well attended and the critics were very favourable. She had not sold many paintings but had 

expectations that more would sell, and she was being encouraged to think about studying in Paris by 

her mother and the Evatts. Oyring had been upset about Evatt's late arrival in Melbourne to open her 

exhibition and skeptical about his claims of illness, but was now concerned because of his obvious 

signs of ill health and she wrote to Sunday: '" was surprised at how sick Judgie looked when he first 

came over, his clothes were hanging loosely on him but he looks better now.,,40 She related all the 

details or the cocktail party and the nlct that she was able to invite as many people as she wanted and 

that Judgie had arranged for one of his friends to make cocktails, a typically kind gesture, which made 

the night a slIccess despite the outburst. 

Both Herbert and Mary Alice were amongst those who encouraged Dyring to follow At yeo to France 

aner her success at the Grollp 12 exhibition a few weeks later. With the promise of fares and a trust 

35 ili 
- Letter to Sunday Reed June 6 ] 936. Reed Estate 
361bid 
37 Ibid 

38 The fleralcl, Melbourne. 3
rd 

June, 1937 
39 . ili 
- The Sun, Melbourne. 5 June, 1937 
40 

Letter to Sunday Reed undated. Reed Estate. 
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fund from her mother Oyring made preparations to sail to America and then Paris. In 1938 the Evatts 

took a year's sabbatical, visiting America, London and then Paris to visit Atyeo and Oyring. Through 

Atyeo, Evatt met a Jewish refugee from Germany and heard at first hand the situation that was 

unfolding in Germany with the build up to war and the exclusion of the Jews from German life. He 

believed Australians were totally unaware of what was happening in Europe, and Australia was 

unprepared for a war that seemed inevitable. He told Oyring and Atyeo that on his return to Australia 

he was intending to resign his position on the Bench and go into politics. 

Mary Alice, with the Evatt's daughter Rosalind and the fnmily dog. 
in the garden of their home in Mosman, N.S.W. 
The photograph from Oyring's personal photo album WllS taken 
at the end of 2nd World War. 

In September 1940, Evatt stepped down from his position as Judge of the High Court and sought 

nomination for a seat in the forthcoming election in the Barton electorate. John Curtin eventualJy 

headed the reformed United Australia Party and Evatt became the Minister for External Affairs. He set 

about gathering together a group of brilliant young men with academic, legal and media backgrounds, a 

move that was to become a hallmark of his career, surrounding himself with intelligent, handsome, 

young proteges. Eventually Sam At yeo would became one of the group taking him and Dyring from 

their island home in Barbados to the wartime activity of New York and Washington.41 

41 Kylie Tennant commented in Chapter 10 'If Medal for Bravery', Famous Australians EVA1T 
Politics and Justice: these brilliant young men he attracted were like adopted sons. He was patriarchal 
moving in a herd of secretaries, dependents, relatives and friends. p.13 I 
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George Bell 

In February 1932 the Bell-Shore School opened in Bourke Street, Melbourne. It was a collaboration 

between the artist and teacher, George Bell, and the artist and stained glass designer, Arnold Shore. 

Students were enrolled either full-time, or weekends but the school was also a venue for the Gallery 

School students and others of like mind who wished to promote an intel1ectual exchange of the new 

modernist ideal. For Dyring and At yeo it was almost a home away from home, Dyring onen 

participated in the life drawing classes, although she was never a student. During this period Dyring 

painted the portrait of Sunday Reed, who was a student at the school for a short time, and Mary Alice 

Evatt painted Dyring in a work titled Seated Figure. The lure for Dyring and At yeo were the 

discussions and lectures given by Bell explaining his theories and the principles of modern art. He 

encouraged debate and experimentation, yet to his students he was authoritarian and stubborn believing 

that you went with him or went under and there was no compromise.
42 

Bell taught modern art with a classical approach, placing great emphasis on drawing: 
Drawing was the rm~ior discipline occupying about two-thirds of teaching time with 
the emphasis on life drawing from the model. Bell taught drawing on the principle that 
an understanding oCthe figure Crees you to do what you like with it, to use it to express 

an idea /()r instance.4J 

Bell believed in simplified forms posed against a nat background, using colour to support the f()rm 

rather than tone, a departure from the tonal structure and realism of the academic painter. He was a 

complex, dogmatic teacher who taught strictly to a set of rules, yet he encouraged individuality and 

creativity in his students, passing on his knowledge of Cubism, Surrealism and Abstract Art. "He 

eschewed copying, believing that to reproduce any artists work or slavish adherence to modern ideas; 

"only led along a cui-de-sac from which it was dinicult to rcturn".44 

As June Helmer argues in her assessment of his contribution to the art movement in Australia, it was 

his 'influence' not just as a teacher but as: 

a leader, a critical writer and as an artist (that) made him one of the heroes oCthe 

modern movement
45 

His formation of the Contemporary Art Group and the New Melbourne Art Club, his art reviews in the 

.<.,'un and his outspoken criticism regularly voiced at his lectures and art openings against the 

conservative clements of the Melbourne art establishment, provided a sense of history in the making.
4

() 

But by the late 1930's he also had his detractors, Albert Tucker, the Reeds and At yeo all speaking out 

42Eagle, M. & J. Minchin. The George Bet! School. Students, Friend\· and brfluences 
Deutscher Art Publications, Melbourne, 1981. 

43 St. John Moore, (:;'elicity. Classical Modernism; The George Bel! Circle. 
National Gallery of Victoria, 1992 P.7. 

441-lelmer, Junc. George Bell - The Art (~llnfluence. Greenhouse Pub. P/L, 1985 
45 lbid p.8. 
46 h . St. Jon Moore, op. CIt. p.24 
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against Bel1's narrow, rigidity of beliefs. A new generation of artists was concerned with politics and 

the social condition. They were looking towards recent developments in modernism from Europe, such 

as German Expressionism and Surrealism as sources for their art. John Reed argued that Bell was a 

man of his time who played an important role in the battle of modern art and the formation of the CAS 

but was unable to move on. 

What he overlooked, according to llelmer, was that Bell's pioneering work and his radical and 

intellectual experimentation of the thirties paved the way for the politically motivated, social realism of 

the forties. Radical and intellectual development didn't start with Reed and his group, the artists that 

remained loyal to Bell and his teaching, founded their style on the Bell principles and then went on to 

cultivate their own unique signature. Artists such as Russell Drysdale, Peter Purves Smith, Alan 

Sumner, Constance Stokes, Sali I-lerman, Dyring and many other students of the school, were just as 

talented and enlightened in their creativity, as the politically motivated Albert Tucker, Noel Counihan, 

Arthur Boyd and YosI Bergner. 

Richard Haese believes it was the pervasive concern for the humanist ideal given form through 

Surrealism, Expressionism and Social Realist modes of art which saw artists such as Sidney Nolan, 

Albert Tucker, Noel Counihan, Arthur Boyd, Yosl Bergner and others, determine their respective 

aesthetics.47 All the writers seem to be arguing over the genesis of the creative well-spring of 

modernism, and clearly there was an intellectual experimentation that arose quite independently of 

Bell's teaching and philosophy. It seems to me there was a constant search tor intellectual stimulation 

that led artists to bounce from one well-spring to the next, pausing brieJly to absorb sustenance and 

then move on in search new ground to till the vacuum. Also quite Clearly the group that surrounded 

Bell was one such forum, and there were many others: the Boyds at Murrumbeena for example. Also 

as Nancy Underhill points out, portrait artist Lina Bryans, a former student of Bell, was a key cultural 

force in the 1940s and 50s. Her home Darebin Bridge House, was the centre for a very diverse 

intellectual community that included Adrian Lawler, Danila Vassilieff~ Jock Frater and after 1945 Ian 

Fairweather, but her contribution has been overshadowed in the attention paid to the group at Heide.4R 

Though conventional himself Bell supported unconventional imagination when it surfaced in his 

students, such as the originality of Purves Smith49
, or the inspired work of Russell Drysdale. In spite 

of the opinion of At yeo "I think Bell's school is good for grey people to learn to paint - like they would 

go somewhere to ride a bike,,50 and John Reed's belief that he had passed his use by date, Dyring 

47Haese, R. Introduction vii - ix in Rebels and Precursors, Penguin Books, Australia, 1981. 

48Reid, B. & Underhill N. Letter's l.lJohn Reed. Dejining Australian Cultural Ltle 1920-1981. 2001 
Viking, Penguin, Victoria, p.47 footnotes. 
49Eagle, Mary Peter Purves Smith - a painter in peace and war 2000 p.77 
Beagle Press, N.S.W. 
50 

Letter to Sunday Reed, South Yarra. No date. The Reed Papers. 
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remained friends with Bell who opened her solo exhibition in Melbourne in 1937. 

John and Sunday Reed 

Between 1932 and 1933 Dyring was to meet the people who would continue to play an important role 

in her life as they would in the life of Atyeo. John and Sunday Reed, John's sister, Cynthia and 

Herbert and Mary Alice Evatt. The Reeds, at the time Oyring met them, were newly married, living in 

Marne Street, South Yarra. She probably first met them at the George Bell School, which Dyring and 

Atyeo frequently visited as Sunday took classes there and John attended lectures. Later Mary Alice 

would join the group, taking lessons at the School when she and Justice Evatt were in Melbourne. 

Both the Reeds came from privileged backgrounds, Sunday was a Baillieu, an old establishment 

Melbourne family and John, a Cambridge~educated lawyer, came from a family of Tasmanian graziers. 

In 1934 they bought a former dairy farm at Heidelberg, fifteen acres of degraded Jand and scrubby bush 

running down to the Yarra River, which they named 'Heide'. Both had become familiar with the area 

before they married, driving to the 'country' to exercise John's German Shepherd, falling in love with 

the area that had nurtured the 'Heidelberg School'. 5 
I Artist friends were made welcome at Heide, 

books, paintings and lively conversation were abundant, and gardening was a constant occupation. John 

and Sunday were nurturers, to each other, to their home and garden and to their friends, Dyring quickly 

felI under their spell and happily remained there for the rest of her life. 

In 1933 At yeo showed 25 paintings at the furniture/design gallery of Cynthia Reed and Fred Ward at 

the larger shop they had moved to at 367 Little Collins Street. By then he had become disenchanted 

with the teaching and attitude of Bell and moved on, taking John and Sunday with him, but not before 

Dyring painted Sunday, a portrait of Sunday Reed, (Fig. 5) while Sunday was still a student at the 

school. Dyring continued to be part of the Bell circle with many of the students of that time visiting 

her in Paris ailer the war. Her portrait of Sunday wearing a blue sun hat with a large flower pinned to 

her shoulder, showed the influence of Cezanne, one of the many styles Moya was experimenting with 

at this time. Maudie Palmer described this painting as "belonging to this exploratory phase of an 

. I A I' d' ,,52 II1C mate ustra Ian mo ernlsm. But this oscillating habit, swinging from Cubism to 

Impressionism, Post Impressionism and then back to lyrical Cezanne, was not just a beginning for 

Moya, it was the way she was to paint for the rest of her life. What never changed was her ability to 

capture the moment and the soul, as in this little painting of Sunday staring down at the cat in her anns. 

51Sackground notes for the Committee of Management of Heide Park and Art Gallery, put down by 
John Reed. 8th October, 1980. 
52palmer, M. Heide Park and Art Gallery Literature, 1982, p.IS. 
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S. I>yring Sunday c.1934 
Oil on composition board 

-----~--~----.".-----.-

In 1934 Dyring travelled to Sydney boarding with a family in Dec Why. She had drawing lessons at 

the studio of Rah Fizelle and Grace Crowley, describing them in the letter to Sunday Reed as "very 

charming! !! so perfect and unemotional, so good so very good in their own way their painting I mean 

but oh so cold". A shark had just taken a surfer at Bondi and Maya recalled a conversation she had 

with Sunday about being eaten by a shark. The letter to Sunday dated 14th March was in return for one 

she had obviously just received; "Your letter was the most exciting thing that happened today,,53, 

Dyring wrote. She was homesick but she enjoyed Sydney very much, many years later when living in 

Paris, she was quoted in People Magazine naming Sydney as the only Australian city she could live in 

if she returned to Australia. 54 The family she was boarding with "predictably Australian, not being 

able to think any further than cricket and bridge,,55 were relatives of her mother and the lifestyle would 

53 Letter to John and Sunday Reed, 1934, Reed Estate 
54People Magazine, June 3rd

, 1953. p.14 
55 Letter to John and Sunday Reed, 1934, Reed Estate 
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have been similar to Brighton, Tennis parties and 

afternoon teas. Soon Dyring moved on, taking a room 

in a large, old house becoming friends with the young 

men renting the stables, Donald Friend and Wolfgang 

Cardamitis, both students at the Sydney school of 

Dattilo Rubbo and on weekends they all painted 

together. Pat remembers spending her school 

holidays there, being painted by them and falling in 

love with Wolf~ the youngest one. Dyring's Portrait 

of Pat, Fig. 6. was done during one of these holiday 

visits and was bought by Dr. Evatt at the first 

exhibition of Oyring's work at Riddell's Gallery. 

Y cars later it was presented very formerly to Pat by 

Evatt, at what she could only describe as an 'audience'. 

We, (Moya, Pat and their mother) were ushered into a reception room near his office and 
asked to wait. When he finally appeared he presented the painting to me, chatted with us for a 

moment and then left, I felt like I had just had an audience with the Queen.
56 

The Portrait (~l Pat, 1934, Fig 6. shows a solid little girl resting on her folded arms. The eye is drawn 

to the red collar of her dress and her red lips but the composition is dominated by the dark mop of hair 

which intensities the contrast between the brown eyes and the pale face and sets the f1gure squarely in 

its landscape of cloudy skies. Like the Portrait ()fSund£~)l, Fig. 5. the space is flattened by using the 

same light tones in the background and foreground. 

Even at this early stage Dyring was writing to the Reeds to ask their advice about her work, sending 

them a drawing from her art class, and asking for criticism, connections that were to become an integral 

part of her communication with the Reeds for the rest of her life. Talking about the eagles she had seen 

on the trip to Sydney, and the dove that woke her every morning on the pine tree near her window, the 

books she was reading, the shows she was seeing. Art, We and nature were the ties that bound her to 

John and Sunday Reed. 

56Interview with Pat Boyes, 20th Feb. 2001 



7 .• John Reed sitting at the dining table at Heide. Oyring is sitting 
on John's left. From Oyring's personal photograph album. Undated. 

Cynthia Reed 

It was during her stay in Sydney that the first mention of 'Bob' occurred in Moya's letters to John and 

Sunday Reed. Cynthia Reed, nicknamed 'Bob' by her family, apparently because of her masculine 

looks, 57 was also staying in Sydney and for a time at least attended art classes with Oyring. Together 

they went to see the film 'I'm no Angel' starring Mae West and shared a book by D. H. Lawrence. 

Both wrote to Sunday Reed about these experiences but the tone of Moya's letter was '[ wish you were 

here to share this with me', whereas Cynthia wrote "ah, ah, arn't we one up, oh we're very 

"1 d,,58 pnvl ege 

The relationship between Dyring and Cynthia was close and affectionate, Oyring becoming protective 

about her friend as time went on, worrying about the fact that she drank too much and played too hard 

and paid the price. 'Bob's' love of the good life clashed with her delicate constitution, and her black 

mood swings dominated her life, playing havoc with relationships between family and friends. In 1934 

they were just two young women in Sydney, away from family restraint, enjoying themselves but it 

was at this time that Dyring began her intermediary role between Cynthia, and John and Sunday, who 

saw her as diflicult and disruptive Over the years she kept them informed about Bob while smoothing 

the waters, as in this letter from Sydney: 
Bob and I have had some lovely days together she is very well lost the dark rings under her 
eyes and enjoying life ever so much. She seems to have re-adjusted herself and found a bright 
outlook, is not drinking at all here but breathing and coughing such a 10t.59 

57This statement came from Phillip Jones but another story is that her father nicknamed alJ his children 
after his dogs. 
58Letter from Cynthia Reed to Sunday and John, 1934. Reed Estate 
59 Letter to John and Sunday Reed from Oyring in Sydney, 14th March, 1934. Reed Estate 
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After Cynthia's death in 1976, Lady Maie Casey wrote in an obituary in The Age" Perhaps her greatest 

attraction was her voice unlike anyone else in quality travelling from high to low. She had a pale face 
. 60 

shaded by dark haIr and lovely eyes." 

Her eyes were apparently very light blue and many described her as attractive, but in old fashioned 

photographs the vibrant voice and lovely eyes that Lady Casey found so fascinating, have no effect. 

Instead the faded vision of a pale flat face with dark rimmed, deep set eyes take on a ghost like, rather 

sad appearance. In photographs she rarely smiles. 

While Dyring was in Sydney, At yeo was a regular caller to the Reed's home in South Yarra and went 

on a camping holiday with them to the Wyperfield National Park. He began an affair with Sunday at 

this time which John knew about and sanctioned as he did about her later affair with Nolan. Letters 

/I'om Cynthia and Dyring to the Reeds, always included references to At yeo who they obviously 

assumed would be spending time with the Reeds or at least was in constant contact with them. 

Whether or not Dyring knew of the affair is hard to say, but while Sam and Moya were considered to 

be un 'item' at that time, Dyring could not have been under any illusion about his playboy reputation, 

and his relationship with Sunday was common knowledge among their circle of friends 

Impressions and Influences 

The influence of At yeo and Dyring, but particularly At yeo, on John and Sunday Reed, who were to 

champion modernism in the years ahead, was pivotal. The Reeds were newly married and in the first 

flush of shaping their lives together. At yeo and then Dyring, prepared to overstep the boundaries that 

were just being tentatively breached, were the proof of progress and change through experimentation 

and the Reeds wanted to be part or that change. And At yeo and Dyring needed champions, brash and 

confident in their personalities they lacked conviction in their work and both felt the lash of the critics, 

particularly Sam, who as an experimental painter onen faced hostile criticism. 

Both were couples making their first tentative steps together, and like all young people starting married 

life, or in the case of Dyring and Alyeo, shared life together, sought the company of other young 

people. Moya and Sunday had a similar upbringing of wealthy families and private schools and while 

Moya's family were not as wealthy as the Baillieu family, she also had a private income which allowed 

her some degree of independence. The difference between them was that while Moya f10uted 

conventions to a certain extent, she never compromised her close relationship with her nunily, and to 

60Casey, Maie The Age Newspaper: Maie Casey was part of the early Melbourne Modernist scene, 
taking lessons from George Bell as well as buying and promoting modern art. She became friends with 
Cynthia Reed in the early 19308 and they remained friends until Cynthia's death in 1976. 
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the extent that she wanted, moved easily within whatever social milieu she chose. While for John and 

Sunday there was a "risk and pain associated with living outside social conventions" which ultimately 

caused strained relations with Sunday's family.61 

Dyring was ever mindful of who might come to her next exhibition and who might buy her paintings, 

and throughout her life never missed an opportunity to add to her network of gallery and press contacts. 

But she was also discreet about her affair with At yeo, and later John Reed, because although she was 

unconventional herself Melbourne was still a very conservative city in the 30's and 40's and for the 

sake of appearances, and particularly her mother's sensibility, Dyring maintained an air of 

respectability, albeit eccentric and outrageous at times. Maya's charm was that she attracted lifelong 

friends from every walk of life, and to this day her friends and relatives speak of her vibrant personality 

and her genuine interest in the lives of' the people around her, with love and affection. 

In any article on modernism of the early 30's At yeo and Dyring are forever linked as much by their 

early experimentation and suhsequent escape from conservative Melbourne in 1936 to Paris, as by their 

relationship, culminating in their marriage in 194 J. Both Dyring and At yeo exhibited daring works 

resulting in mixed reactions from the art establishment. Both broke away from their gallery training, 

At yeo to be the tirst non-objective painter and Dyring becoming the first women in Melbourne to 

exhibit her early forays into Cubism. 

Then as the story goes they went to France, spent some time in Dominica and America during the War, 

with Dyring only returning a few times to exhibit her work. In fact they len Australia a year apart, 

At yeo in 1936 and Dyring in 1937. Dyring returned to Melbourne for a while after leaving France at 

the beginning of the German occupation and both came to visit their nunilies after World War II ended. 

Dyring returned every three years, in the fifties and early sixties, spending up to a year each time as her 

work was exhibited throughout Australia and New Zealand. Dyring always thought of herself as an 

'Aussie' she never referred to herself or her Australian friends in Paris as being expatriated. 

With her large Melbourne nunily and close circle of li'iends with whom she corresponded frequently, 

Dyring remained in touch with current developments in the Contemporary Art Society and trends in 

both the Melbourne and Sydney ari scenes. She kept her Australian friends in touch with what was 

happening in the American and European galleries, constantly sending reports to John and Sunday 

Reed about this and that exhibition, Matisse and Cezanne were her favourites. Current catalogues, art 

books and prints were sent to Heide, as well as drawn illustrations accompanying detailed reports of 

exhibitions she liked and disliked. Her letters to the Reeds, after) 950, related frequent trips to Italy, 

Spain and the French countryside usually with friends, and they always contained descriptions of 

gardens, or at least the local flora and fauna, obviollsly a shared interest. Seeds, leaves and even moss 

61 Burke, Janine, Ed. Dear Sun, WiJIiam Heinemann, Australia, 1995. p.16 
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and feathers accompanied the details of birds and plants. As well, Oyring never missed sending 

Sunday a letter and present for her birthday. 

Moya's love of gardening and her belief that the garden should provide food and environment for the 

home, possibly stemmed from her parent's pre-occupation with their garden at Brighton, but the time 

she spent at Heide elevated this to a passion. Pots of herbs at the kitchen door, bulbs planted to flower 

in the Spring, fresh produce from the local market, lavender grown to make things smell sweet, 

constant references to gardens, food and cooking was a philosophy she shared with the Reeds. As 

John and Sunday Reed developed the garden at Heide when friends such as Sam and Moya came to 

visit or stay they were expected to dig and plant. Or at least Oyring lived lip to that expectation, Sam 

thought it was beneath him. "Sam slept in the !-lun" John wrote to Sunday, "poor old Moya worked her 
62 fingers to the bone". 

The time Oyring spent at Heide working in the garden at weekends and caring for the hOllse and garden 

when Sunday was in America, became part of a shared love and tie with the Reeds that was to last all 

her life. Every change of season in Europe reminded Moya of' what was happening to the trees and 

flowers at Heide, and every letter asked for more news. She believed passionately in Sunday's 

preoccupation with perfection in her housekeeping and garden, "living takes so long if one lives 

properly".63 Even the smallest apartment in America would have herbs flourishing in pots around the 

kitchen window, and Heide lavender in the linen press. Later in the titHes Moya's regular studio 

dinners and her open door policy to visiting artists, rellectcd the lite she had loved at Heide. In her 

book Dear S'un, Janine Burke makes the point that friends were made so welcome at Heide they did not 

want to leave, or when they did were inextricably bound to the place, and this certainly applies to 
. 64 

Dynng. 

62Reed Papers - Letters to Sunday from John Reed, 19136. Reed Estate 
63Reed Papers - Letter to Sunday Reed from Oyring, June 1937. Reed Estate 

64 Burke, Janine Ed. Introduction: in Dear Sun, William Heinemann, Australia, 1995. 
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GOING SOLO 

Dyring's solo exhibition in Melbourne was held without some of her closest friends present. 8y 1937 

At yea had left London and was living in Paris with his Melbourne friend Kenneth Von 8ibra, and 

Cynthia was in London training to be a nurse at St. Thomas's Hospital. Sunday Reed had been 

travelling in America with her companion Clare Pitblado, or 'Doodie' as she was known65 and at the 

time of Dyring's exhibition she was just about to leave America for New Zealand. Dyring had been 

spending most of her weekends at Heide in Sunday's absence, working in the garden, cooking for John 

and the friends who dropped in and stayed for a meal and putting the finishing touches to her paintings 

with John's help. 80th John and Moya wrote constantly to Sunday while she was away with details of 

almost every aspect of life at Heide. 

The night before Sunday left on her trip, Oyring arranged a dinner party to farewell her and later, 

unable to sleep wrote a letter that she hoped would be waiting for Sunday in America when she arrived. 

It is a revealing letter about love and friendship, Sunday's unhappiness and ill health and particularly 

Dyring's love for John and Sunday and the complex relationship the Reeds had with their friends. 

Moya had arranged a dinner at The Petrllshka Cafe, or as Dyring called it, 'The Russian Cafe' with 

Adrian Lawler and his partner Connie. Sunday, had apparently been in a good mood that night which 

mllst have been a welcome change because Dyring wrote: 

Tonight for the first time your bitching witch left you and you had glow of an old self I had 
not seen for many long days and you seemed happy but a nervous sort of happiness that could 
not lasL.1 hate knowing you are not happy about going, I hope in America you get to the 
bottom of it. 66 

Sunday len the cafe early, perhaps to finish packing, and Lawler started an incident which led to a 

light. "Adrian attacked John and I saw red and saw him in a true light. Most people all they want is 

something for nothing, and the whole while where are your friends?,,67 

The week before Dyring's solo exhibition at Riddell's Gallery was hectic as she worked hard to tinish 

her paintings and arrange the opening. She spent a lot of her time at lleide, at least every weekend and 

sometimes longer "I have been at Heide I-louse all this week, the days have flown past without me 

bothering to even look up a while",68 with John giving advice as she completed her final paintings. 

65'Doodie', Sundais companion, was a former maid of the Bailleau family. 
66Letter to Sunday Reed June, 1937 Reed Estate. Sunday Reed sutfered from continual poor health 
and because she contracted syphilis in her first marriage was unable to have children. In this letter 
Moya refers to the f1tct that Sunday will never have grandchildren. 
67 . 

Op.Clt 
68 . 

Op.Clt 
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Late Autumn and early Winter at Heide was freezing in ] 937, Maya wrote to Sunday, 

But the cold Sun freezing everything and I guess it would have almost killed you, how John 
loves it. For me it was fun breaking ice on the horse troughs in the morning watching ice on 
the wattle, spruce and cedar, walking over old jack frost running down the hill your footsteps 
leaving marks behind, then you see some little plants eaten up worst of all your cherry pie, 

69 
cause r know how you feel about your front door cherry pie. 

As the exhibition drew closer pressure built up as Dr. Evatt who was to open the exhibition, sent a 

telegram to say he would not be arriving early as planned, because he thought he was coming down 

with something, and Kenneth (a friend of John, Sunday and Moya) who had been spending a lot of 

time at Heide while Sunday was away, "sniffing after Moya,,70according to John, caught the flu and 

could not help them hang the paintings. Moya took it very personally, particularly Dr Evatt not being 

able to travel at the last minute, writing to Sunday "Christ I felt let down ... what a fuss is made about 

illness in that home." 71 In fact as his daughter Rosalind confirmed, E.vatt was obsessive about his 

and the families health, but in this case his fears were real as Maya later reported to Sunday; 

I was surprised at how sick judgic loo~id when first he came over his clothes were hanging 

loosely on him but he looks better now. 

John arranged for Basil Burdett the art critic to direct the hanging of the paintings and he and Moya 

climbed the ladders to get them hung, and George Bell agreed to open the exhibition. 

Its been John for everything, how grand he has been, without him to lean on God knows.he 
seems to have the knack of doing and suggesting things at the right time". And after 
everything was finished John took her to a movie and then dinncr at the Pctrushka and home 

to Heide. Never have I been so glad to see a white cottage before.
73 

The exhibition opened on Monday 26th May ] 937 and was considered a great success. An estimated 

500 people attended the opening at Ridde])'s Gallery with its wooded 1100r, and in Dyring's next letter 

to Sunday she reported: "Everyone was packcd as tight as sardines and Mr. Riddell and his boyfriends 

thought the floor would fall in".7.1 Only three paintings were sold on the night, one, Melam:tha, a 

Cubist painting was bought by John Reedf{)r the Heide collection, and another, Portrait (?lPat, done in 

the style of Cezanne, by Dr Evatt, but others were sold over the next few weeks and Maya's mother 

and the Evatts believed she should go overseas to study. The exhibition was also widely reported in the 

press as solo exhibitions of a women artist was a rare event and the nlct that she was a modernist was 

rarer still. 

()9 • 
Op.Clt 

70 . 
Op.Clt 

71 
Letter to Sunday Reed, May 24th 1936. Reed Estate 

72 
Letter to Sunday Reed, June 6th, 1936. Reed Estate 

73 Ibid May 24th, 1936 
74 Letter to Sunday Reed, June 1936. Reed Estate 



'-------=""' ... -"'-........ - ....... -----~-------------------------

-Page 23-

Not unexpectedly she got a good review from Basil Burdett, The Herald Art Critic who wrote; 

the significant thing about Miss Dyring is that she is experimenting - always a healthy sign in 
. 75 a young pamter. 

Another critic from The Herald was a little confused about the whole question of modernism and even 

more confused about how he conveyed it to his readers. 

At Riddle's Gallery Miss Moya Dyring, a modernist, shows a number of pictures expressive 
of her depictive attitude concerning art and its relationship to nature. To grasp with any 
degree of coherency Miss Dyring's point of view the normalist must purge his mind of any 
ingrained prejudices concerning tone values and literal detinition, and approaching his subject 
in a state of aesthetic dehabillitation must endeavour to gauge its significance fairly from a 

I d .. d' 76 pure y mo ermstlc stan pomt. 

All the critics including Basil Burdett agreed that Dyring was full of ideas and ready to tackle anything. 

She was young, inexperienced and experimental they acknowledged, and her direction lacked clarity, 

but she was making a serious attempt to explore the possibilities of art with all the echoes of the 

modern masters. Her use of colour and feeling n)r form were rare in Australian painting and should be 

noted with interest. 

The Group 12 exhibition, one month after her solo show was held at the Athenaeum Gallery, 

Melbourne, was also a triumph for Dyring although both she and John Reed felt the show was 

mediocre. She had continued her stay at Heide and with John's help re-worked a painting she called 

'my blue painting', The four paintings she exhibited were widely praised, John told Sunday in his next 

letter they were probably her best work. The pressure was really on her now to travel overseas and she 

decided that America might be the best place to study for a while. J-fer plan, she wrote to Sunday Reed 

was that she might stay in San Francisco for a while, travel through Mexico and perhaps study in New 

York. But as she could get little information from travel agencies in Melbourne Dyring decided the 

best way to go was to travel to Panama on the liner 'Eridan' leaving Sydney on August 6th, and then 

get to America the best way she could. The American Vice Consul explained to her that she may be 

able to study in America but it was more likely that she would not be allowed to land on American soil 

let alone travel in America unless she had a ticket booked to another destination outside the United 

Slates. But Dyring was determined to go: 

There is an abstract urge to make me leave Australia something I cannot analyse, it may 
be a feeling that there is a notch in America somewhere for me but as lur as I can work 
out, the desire to go there is just the same urge that helps me to paint, when you know 
what muck is being done when you see the mess and see the atrocities you do yourself: 
thinking you will give up but before you know where you are there is a brush in your 
hand and a pallette on the table and you have started again 77 

75 . th 
Burdett, Basil, The Herald, Monday 24 May, 1937 

76'Our Art Critic', The Herald, Tuesday 25th May, 1937. 

77Letter to Sunday Reed, sent from Heide, June 19th 1937. Reed Estate 
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Sunday Reed returned two weeks before Oyring left for Sydney and she and John threw a party for 

her in a restaurant in the city. Pat remembers this occasion very clearly because it was the first and 

only time she met Sunday Reed, and Sunday was crying. "It was such a happy time for Maya, why 

would someone cry I wondered. I had no idea they were such good friends, although I knew Maya saw 

a lot ofJohn".78 In fact Pat had met John Reed on many occasions when she visited Oyring's studio in 

the city from boarding school. Pat had bands on her teeth and had to attend a monthly session with a 

Collins Street orthodontist. Having a sister in the city meant she was allowed to travel on her own and 

al"lcr each appointment she visited Dyring in her studio. Invariably, Pat told me, John would be there 

and over a period of time she realised they wcre vcry close. She said she didn't realise at the time they 

were having an affair because unlike Dyring at 17, Pat was very innocent and naive. She was not able 

to read the signs, she said, until aner she married. A1 this stage her sister and John were always 

together when she met them, either at Dyring's studio or at a restaurant for lunch, and she believed 

I . I f" d 79 11ey were Just very c ose nen s. 

Dyring stayed at Heide until she len Melbourne: .. , packed my bags and walked out of Heide, catching 

the train to the city, clutching some Heide lavender".Ho Aller a visit to her sister Rosa at Albury she 

arrived in Sydney to stay with the Evatts before sailing. rt was rather a {i'aught time because Dr. Evatt 

was taking an unaccustomed holiday and was very touchy: 

Judge had a holiday, that's always bad, he and Mary Alice bickered for two whole days, both 
seemed glad to see me but they were very possessive, Marr Alicc wanting me to do one thing 
and Judge another till I almost went silly with the conflict.

K 

Sunday Reed rang her to say the vaccinations she had in Melbourne might have an adverse affect, 

which they did and she wrote to Sunday from the boat that once the reaction set in she hardly 

remembered anything until she got on board. 

America and Paris 

Dyring's first lettcr to John and Sunday from the boat described her fellow passengers with 

accompanying drawings, the crew and the l{wd. "I don't trust the crew they are dirty but decorative in 

their bluc clothes against the sea, their faces a cross betwecn an abo and Pablo's blue period"xl The 

boat docked at N oumea on the 14th August and must havc stayed for a few days as Oyring lell the boat 

as soon as it tied LIp and travelled into the hills to stay on a Hl!'Il1. She was only abk to pack 

watercolours which she found vcry inadequate for the vibrant colours but she wrote long letters to the 

Reeds about every aspect of her stay including all the vegetation, geography, birds and of course the 

78personal interview with Pat Boyes, February, 200 I 
7C)lbid 

80 Letter to J olm and Sunday Reed, 9th August, 1937. Reed Estate 
81

Ibid 
82 Letter to John and Sunday Reed from the Eridan. August, 1937. Reed Estate 
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8. Drawing reproduced from letter to John and Sunday Reed from Dyring. 
Oyring's amusing anecdotes about her fellow passengers were accompanied 
by drawings, this one she called 'Rat Face'. 

-

9. Drawing of a bird that Dyring could see flying around the ship as she wrote to the Reeds. 
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people she stayed with and the meals they ate. (Fig. 8 and 9) are reproduced from letters she sent to 

the Reeds during the trip to America in 1937. 

After travelling through New Caladonia and Tahiti the boat tinally docked in Panama where Dyring 

discovered she could not travel on to America unless she bought a ticket to another country, 

"Impulsively I decided France - Paris for the exhibitions" although she had not given up on America 

and believed she could find out about the possibility of art classes ill Washington to return to at a future 

date. From Panama she caught a sea plane to Cuba and then Miami and then took the Greyhound bus 

across America to New York. From the coffee stops and overnight stays along the way, Dyring sends 

letters to the Reeds sharing detailed descriptions of each moment of her travels, everything she sees, 

hears and does, written in a rush of words. The major theme of all her letters is the flora and fauna and 

the gardening notes, often she sent seeds and leaves and at one point she sent pressed wildtlowers as 

well because she finishes with 'let me know if the wildies keep'. 

At Washington Dyring visited The Phillips Gallery describing the artwork she has seen to John and 

Sunday as: "Rouault - Clown, 3 figures - fair. Gone olT Rouuult. Matisse - still life .- bad. Rousseau 

- Notre Dame - bloody fine." This went on and on written on tiny pieces of blue paper she must have 

been holding in the palm of her hand as she walked around the gallery. In Philadelphia she stopped off 

to visit the Pennsylvania Museum to sec paintings by Picasso and Cezanne,flJ 

In New York, Dyring visited all the Surrealist galleries seeing the work of Salvador Dati, Rene 

Magritte, Giorgio De Chirico and Max Ernst. Her biggest thrill was a visit to the Metropolitan 

Museum of Modern Art where she saw 'the best Pablos I have every yet seen, an immense Miro, a 

lovely l:rnst and some exciting Vincents'. Dyring soaked up the atmosphere in New York going to the 

top or Radio City, drinking a cocktail in the Rainbow Room, and travelling on the underground. She 

was impressed with the bookshops particularly the ones selling second-hand books, which had 'a 

million things I've seen and wanted' sending John and Sunday a book on Surrealism by Julian Levy 

and recommending many more. She sawall the latest films and listened to as much Jazz as she could, 

went to the World Fair and made some valuable contacts among the dealers and gallery owners in New 

York. Her last few days were spent buying presents to send home for Christmas for her family and the 

Reeds. 

Dyring arrived in Paris at the end of November 1937, it was very cold aller New York and she had 

trouble acclimatising to the weather, food and language but her reunion with At yeo was a happy one. 

He had been painting and selling some of his work. He was in better health than when he left 

Australia, Dyring was impressed to see how physically fit and happy he looked. She wrote to the 

fl3 Letter to John and Sunday Reed written on her bus trip to New York. Late August, 1937. Reed 
Estate. 
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Reeds that she was surprised with his work, "an advance on anything he has done, perhaps his best he 

has just sold to an American for 10.000 francs." Yet she felt in some ways he had not changed at all 

"he is just as nervous as ever and I don't think he likes Paris very much, or the French. He won't speak 

French though he speaks welI and understands lots".84 

Dyring moved in with At yeo, enrolled in French lessons and also art classes at the Calarossi Art 

Academy where she drew three days a week but with no tuition. She found a studio to share with an 

American girl and wrote to John and Sunday to telI them she had been to an exhibition at the Petit 

Palace and seen some interesting work by Modigliani, Braquc and Picasso. She had cooked Chicken 

Maryland for their Christmas dinner and hung herbs in her kitchen to remind her of Heide. 

In January, Dyring wrote to Sunday and John from Avignon where she was waiting for her mother and 

Pat to join her, telling them about the holiday they had spent in Germany. "'German beer, a tiny white 

pension with a white bed and feather eiders, low windows looking out onto snow and trees god, it was 

marvellous".85 They skied, made friends with some German students. sang German songs. But it was 

the latest Surrealist show she and At yeo had seen in Paris that took up most of the letter. It was 

obvious from her letters to the Reeds from New York that Dyring was not taken with Surrealism, but if 

she had any doubts, the Paris exhibition put them to rest. "We came away feeling the whole thing was 

the biggest racket ever and let down, and so would you chaps". Salvador Dali whom they saw 

arriving, lell them singularly unimpressed, "a slick little Mexican type absolutely saturated with sickly 

perfullle, a slick little moustache and a suave black fur coat".H6 They len feeling depressed and sad 

that for once in their lives they had to agree with the general public. 

In A vignon, Dyring and two or her cOllsins, Johnnie and Ruth were waiting for Dagmar and Pat who 

landed at Millefranche on the 17th February 1938. The French were in British mode in the 20's and 

30's as English tourists tlooded the scenic southern coastal areas. Avignon, Nice, Monte Carlo and 

Cagnes sur Mer where the Dyring family stayed, had a distinctly British bias which Dyring disliked 

because she felt a lack of affinity with the British. '"So many hotels, so much English, it's put me off 

wanting to go to England for a while." And she thought the beaches were terrible; "I try to walk by the 

sea and find no sand and it's too cold to swim".87 But travelling with her mother and sister gave her 

the opportunity to discover places she may not have got to for quite a while as her mother paid for the 

accommodation. 

84 
Letter to John and Sunday Reed 20th December, 1937. Reed Estate 

85 Letter to John and Sunday Reed, January 1938. Reed Estate 
86

ibid 

87 Letter to John and Sunday Reed. March 18t 1938,f)'om Monte Carlo. Reed Estate 
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Vence, a Hill Town a few kilometres fTom Cagnes sur Mer, made a lasting impression; 

One place I am going back to live for a while perhaps is Vence tucked away in the mountains 
with rivers and terraced lands, orange trees and colours of brogue greys, ochres and soft green 

I
. 88 

o Ive trees. 

Although Oyring complained in her letter to the Reeds that she was not working they did spend some 

time painting together because Pat remembers them working hard. She remembers her sister and the 

cOLlsins drawing, and At yeo with his designs, and they were practising their French. Eventually Dyring 

was able to return to Paris as her mother and sister left France to continue their tour of Europe. In June 

Dyring did visit London to see Dagmar and Pat who was attending a design college. She wrote to John 

and Sunday that she had seen 'Bob' and visited her at the hospital where she worked. "She looks 

extremely well and seems to have grown a bit." War talk was constant but London lacked the tension 

or Paris, Dyring believed. Her mother had just returned from Germany and they believed war was 

inevitable.
89 

The Evatts were on a wh irlwind tour of Europe and on her return to Paris, Oyring was able to catch up 

with them. At yeo introduced the Judge to some Jewish refugees who confirmed his fears of 

impending war and the Nazi push fbr domination. Evatt believed Australia was unprepared and 

apathetic, he asked At yeo to keep him informed of the war news from Paris.
90 

As the situation 

worsened Dagmar summonsed Dyring back to London and At yeo went as well. In a letter to Sunday 

Reed, Dyring wrote: 
This is a birthday letter but it will be all about war and bombs and things. You see being in 
London you can't think about anything else. Paris was better but mother made demands and 
here I am, thank god not for long as its blown over for a while. London is a hell of a place and 
I like it less and less each time I come, now its full of gas masks, trenches in the park and 
enormOllS posters f()r ARP, and what's even worse its so cold.

91 

England was very depressing and by this stage Dyring preferred the French attitude. But the talk of 

war suddenly ceased, there wasn't going to he a war and ror a short while everyone tried to return to 

normal. Dyring was able to return to Paris and she wrote in the birthday Ictter that she was planning to 

have a slimmer hoi iday with a friend on the I,oire and At yeo was taking a bicycle trip with tj'iends to 

the south or France. Dyring was expecting her mother and Pat to come over for Christmas. 

XX
ibid 

89Letter to John and Sunday Reed. June 4th from London. Reed Estate 

90Tennant, K. Famous Australians EVArr Politics and Justice. Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 
1970. p.I79 

91 Letter to Sunday Reed, October 3rd from London. Reed Estate 
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Vence 

Towards the end of 1938 At yeo purchased a property on a few acres on the outskirts of the hill Town of 

Vence, a primitive little cottage of a few rooms and stone noors with no electricity or water. Water 

had to fetched from a tank outside, the rooms lit with oil lamps and all the cooking had to be done over 

the tire. It was situated in the Alpes-Maritimes, a farming and flower growing district, he would have 

visited the area with Dyring when they all stayed near-by at Cagnes sur Mer. It was convenient to 

some oC the most spectacular scenery in the South of France, just a stones throw from Nice, Monaco 

and the Cote-d-Azur and just a few hours drive to Provence. Over the years this area had attracted 

many artists such as Van Gogh, Matisse and Renoir who had lived and painted in the area. 

After the invasion of Poland by Germany on the I st September, 1939, and the declaration of War by 

I3ritain and France, it was generally believed the Germans would invade France. At yeo and Dyring 

moved to the cottage in Vence as they believed it might be taken over by the locals if it was len vacant 

in time of War, or perhaps by the Germans if they invaded France.92 Not long after they moved from 

Paris, At yeo was offered a job on the island of Roseau in the West Indies, designing a home on a 

plantation. Dyring would follow when they believed the hOllse was sate but for the time being they felt 

she should stay. 

Now that Dyring was living in the countryside of' Frallce it was a worrying time (~Jf her family in 

Melbourne, especially as the War escalated and winter approached. Dyring sent weekly postcards to 

her mother (relating all the small details of her days at the limn,) although she could never be certain if 

they would get through. At the beginning of October she wrote; '"Dear Mum, not much news this 

week except I've had tooth ache and a visit to the dentist in between picking figs am anxious to hear if 

. II '1,,93 your are gettlllg a my Illal By the 9th October the tooth had been removed, Dyring was roasting 

chestnuts, still collecting figs and had decided to make wine as she had so many grapes and they were 

difficult to sell. Cynthia had written and was coming to stay beH.>re Christmas. By the 22nd October 

the wincmaking was a SllCCCSS, Dyring had spent a day in N ice having lunch at the Russian Restaurant, 

'which was still maintaining its standard', and had just received news of Pat's marriage, "have posted 

ofT a night-gown hope it arrives but have my doubts,,94 which indicated that Dyring was probably only 

receiving intermittent mail from Australia as Pat was married the previous month, the 23rd September. 

Ovcr a very cold Christmas of 1939 Cynthia stayed with Dyring for foul' months. Soldiers from the 

French army wcre stationed nearby and they could hear them practising in the hills In April she wrote 

to John and Sunday Reed '"it seems too crazy in these peaceful surroundings to hear boom boom all 

t)2personal interview with Dyring family members on 2nd February, 200 I. 

93Postcard to Mrs. C. Dyring, Melbourne, October, 1939 

94ibid 22nd October, 1939 
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Over a very cold Christmas of 1939 Cynthia stayed with Dyring for four months. Soldiers from the 

French army were stationed nearby and they could hear them practising in the hills In April she wrote 

to John and Sunday Reed "it seems too crazy in these peaceful surroundings to hear boom boom all 

day. Those and the mistrals make me mad." 95 In the same letter she told them about Cynthia's visit, 

how she had arrived from London tired and unwell but Moya writes that she left in better health: 

A transformation took place in 4 months that you would never believe her tiredness almost 
gone her cheeks almost rosy, life again in her big blue eyes and a shine in her hair.96 

Dyring was sorry she had to leave after enduring such a cold winter and not seeing the result of the 

planting they did for Spring. But Cynthia was returning to London to pack up her flat and go home to 

Melbourne. 

Dyring made friends with her neighbour whose husband was a soldier as were most of the local men. 

They all appeared to be stationed nearby and were able to return to keep an eye on their farms, but 

Dyring wrote that she did not know how long this would go on for. Many of them grew flowers for the 

market and Oyring passed some of the time helping to harvest the flowers at dusk and gossiped to the 

locals about their men who were away. She usually got lip at 6.00 in the morning to paint and feed her 

rabbits and chooks. Sometimes she went into the market in Vence with the vegies she has grown and 
97 

comes home with bread, cheese, tea and coffee, "so the days go by to weeks and months". Letters 

she sent to her family at the time apparently indicated that her life was hell, and while she appears a bit 

more optimistic in her letter to the Reeds, reading between the lines suggests that she is certainly 

depressed and very uncertain about the future. Iler drawing, her garden and her local friends keep her 

occupied and she falls into routine which passes every day; but her comment "I am relatively happy in 

a half-alive way" 98 says so much about her personality which makes the best of things, finds people 

she can talk to and food and wine to make a good meal. Dyring caught the last boat out of Marseille as 

the Germans got closer, her Hlmily finally convincing her she may not be safe. She sailed for Australia 

on the liner 'Ceramic' which was involved in a collision at sea ncar the coast of South Afi'ica.
99 

The experience made a lasting impression on her, although in her typical manner she made the most of 

the two months she was forced to stay there waiting for the boat to be repaired. She earned some 

money teaching art at a local school and made a few trips inland to paint and visit a rock art site. 

95 . Letter to John and Sunday Reed. Reed Papers 
96 ibid 
97 Letter to John and Sunday Reed. Reed Papers 
98 't . I DIC 

99 This information was available from a number of sources, a family interview was my first source but 
rd 

further details came from a magazine article. People, June 3 1953. p.14 



10. In the kitchen ~making mayonaisse' 
at Vence 1940-1941 
Photographs courtesy of Pat Boyes 
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Back in Australia, Dyring took a flat in South Yarra and leased a studio in the city for a few months, 

not far from .John Reed's oillce in Collins Street. She would pop in to see John at his ot11ce and he was 

frequent visitor to her studio during lunch breaks. The amlir they began in 1935 was resumed for the 

short time Dyring was in Melbourne. Perhaps the catalyst and the security was knowing there was 

going to be an end to it as Dyring was determined to join Alyeo in the West Indies. Because of the 

War Dyring could not obtain a visa to the West Indies in Australia and although she could book a ticket 

from the American coast to the islands from booking agents in Melbourne, she could not actually 

purchase the ticket until she had a visa. There/(xe, it was necessary to travel to America and cross to 

the East coast as she had done before. As well, she could not live in the Catholic West Indies with 

At yeo without being his wife, so she had to marry him by proxy before she lell Australia. John helped 

her with all these arrangements and obviollsly filled in her lonely moments as well. Even the 

indomitable Moya mllst have had doubts about travelling half way around the world to live with Ayeo 

in the jungle. 

There is a certain irony in the knowledge that the first alTair between John Reed and Dyring in 1935/36 

must have coincided with the affair between At yeo and Sunday. The second time, in 1941 must have 

happened at the beginning of Sunday's well publicised alTair with Sidney Nolan. Janine Burke's 
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about you and I wonder about Bob, will 'Jinx' have arrived by the time you get this.,,103 In her next 

letter she mentions Cynthia having to be cut open. From typed copies of letters John Reed sent to 

At yeo in the 1970s it was clear that Cynthia had a difficult birth and spent many months recovering at 

Heide. Sunday had nursed Cynthia and both the Reeds looked after Jinx while Cynthia recovered. 

While John said to Atyeo she never said who the father was, they guessed it was Sam because they 

knew Cynthia had been in Barbados and knew when she left England. They also saw the resemblance 

as Jinx got older and were able to compare her, at two and three, to baby pictures of At yeo, he left 

behind at Heide. 

Oyring did not know the truth of the baby's paternity for quite some time, either because she did not 

know Cynthia had visited At yeo in Barbados, or because she really believed Cynthia was pregnant 

when she len England. She was devastated when she found out. Dyring's sister told me: 

There was only twice in Moya's life I can remember her being really unhappy. The f1rst was 
when she discovered Sam was the father of Jinx, and the second was when Sam left her for 
another woman. 104 

It seems clear that Cynthia visited At yeo in Barbados to make one last bid for the man she had loved 

for a long time. But after returning to Australia she made it clear she despised At yeo and never spoke 

to him again and while no-body knew why, there was always speculation that he was her child's father 

and had refused to marry her when she became pregnant. 

Cynthia's relationship with her brother and Sunday deteriorated in 1943 when she moved to Sydney. 

but aner her marriage to Sidney Nolan in 1947 she severed her connection with John and Sunday. In 

letters to At yeo ailer Cynthia died, John Reed expressed his sadness to him about the breakdown in 

their relationship with his sister, and the fact that he and Sunday never saw Jinx grow up. 105 

Dominica and Island Life 

Dyring's trip through America was much quicker by train than her previous bus trip in 1937. She 

travelled through Los Angeles, San Francisco and Chicago to New York visiting galleries and meeting 

I 03Letter to John Reed 1941 no date but letter mentions June. Sent from Dominica 
Reed Estate. Jinx was the name of the unborn baby which continued as a nickname after the baby 
arrived. 
I()'! Personal interview with Pat Boyes, 20th February, 200 I 
I05There was a belief that C.R. went to Dominica pregnant~ asked At yeo to marry her and after he 
refused she never spoke to him again. However, within the time limit of nine months, she spent at 
least 5 months in Australia before the baby was born and at least 6 weeks travelling from London to 
Barbados and back to Australia, as all travel to and from that area had to go via America. To my 
knowledge it is not known how long she stayed in Barbados with Atyeo, or how long she stayed in 
America before travelling to Australia. It seems likely she adopted the name Mrs. Hansen to obtain a 
visa for Barbados, she would have known about this requirement from Oyring who knew she would 
have to return to Melbourne and marry At yeo by proxy in order to apply for a visa. 

') 
, ~jl 
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dealers. She arrived at Roseau on the Island of Dominica to find a messy situation. Douglas, 106 the 

plantation owner appeared to have romantic ideas about the house design and viable crop management, 

and the day to day running of the estate seemed to be falling on Atyeo's shoulders. I would not have 

believed there was any hint in At yeo's previous history that would have prepared him for running a 

plantation, he may have appreciated the philosophy behind the acquisition of Heide but he quickly 

became bored when he was asked to work in the garden. Yet he had purchased the farm at Vence and 

Dyring expressed no surprise in her letters to the Reeds when she outlines At yeo's attempts to make 

order out of chaos, but she is sceptical about the results: 

The woods on the island are really beautiful but all being cut down by the natives to make 
chocolate. Sam has learnt a hell of a lot about this and tropic vegetation which leads to 
what...nill'm afraid. I07 

At yeo was in a bad way when Dyring arrived. He was drinking too much, his teeth were bad, he was 

depressed about the War, his diet was very poor according to Dyring, and he was not painting. Added 

to this he was running an estate that was rapidly going down hi II because of the stupidity of the owner 

in planting the wrong crops, mainly oranges and limes which could not compete with jungle vegetation, 

and he was now stuck on the island because of the War. Dyring's family believed At yeo went to 

Roseau to avoid the call-up. Perhaps this was correct in the beginning and accounted for his pre

occupation and guilt about the War which Dyring refers to constantly in her letters to the Reeds. But it 

seems unlikely, as he did try to enlist in the RAF and was rejected. 

Moya's first task when she arrived on the island was to try and sort At yeo out. She wrote to Sunday to 

tell her she had put At yeo on diet with plenty or orange juice, and had made him see he was "boozing' 

too much. They took a trip together to the island of Barbados to have Sam's teeth fixed and get 

married ollicially, this gave them the opportunity to spend some time alone and talk. Perhaps it was 

during this time together they decided to make these islands their home. On their return to Dominica 

they purchased some land on the other side of the island. Their property was situated on a tiny rocky 

cove overlooking an inlet with a sandy beach. It was next to the Indian reserve or 'Caribs' as Dyring 

called them. There were two ways to get there, drive from Roseau until the road ended and then walk 

f()r 12 hours through jungle, or sail around the island. 'rhe nearest Village, Morigot, was a half hour 

walk. 

Within a few months they had planted fruit trees, built a hut and moved in. The two letters that have 

survived from this time describe how they tried to achieve a self sufficiency similar to Heide. In 

Dyring's words it was extremely beautiful and it sounds like an island paradise. The weather was 

always warm, they wore few clothes and no shoes. Sam fished from his canoe every day, but there was 

106There is no record I could find to explain who 'Douglas' was. In an interview Dyring gave to 
People Magazine in 1953 she is quoted as saying, her former husband went to work for a wealthy 
~lantation owner. The name Douglas comes from letters Dyring sent to John and Sunday Reed. 
07 Letter sent to John and Sunday Reed 194 I from Roseau. Reed Estate 
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always a supply of fresh fish caught by the natives in the reserve. Wild pig was plentiful although their 

diet mainly consisted of fish, fruit and vegetables, some fresh eggs and goats' milk. The local Caribs 

were friendly and liked a chat so they were not alone. They swam and bathed every day in their private 

rockpool on the beach. 

The dark side to Eden was the diseases that were endemic among the local natives. At yeo had a tape 

worm which shrunk him to skin and bone and Dyring caught a blood disease which eventually crippled 

her with boils allover her legs. Without adequate medical attention Dyring was very ill at the 

beginning of 1943. At yeo had repeatedly tackled local ofl1cials in Barbados to fly her to the United 

States for treatment to no avail and finally he contacted Dr. Evatt to intervene on his behalf. Evatt's 

reply contained visas and tickets to America and the oHer of a job. 

New York 

In 1941 Evatt became Attorney"Genera) in the newly elected Curtin Government. After the bombing 

of Pearl I·larbour by Japan, on the 7th December, 1941, and Singapore falling to the Japanese in 

February 1942, Australia became vulnerable to attack and it became obvious that Australia needed a 

representative on the War Council in Washington. Curtin sent Evatt as a representative and also as an 

advocate, arguing for Australia's' right for a greater say in the direction of the War, but Evatt also 

exercised his role in the procurement of military supplies. At yeo '8 job was with the Australian War 

Supplies Procurement Office and when Evatt was in America, At yeo travelled with him as his personal 

secretary. 

Dyring and At yeo were based in Ncw York and moved into an apartment in Greenwich Village. There 

lives had corne a full circle and nothing could convey that beltcr than this excerpt from Dyring's letter 

to Johnjust before she left her homc in April, 1943. 

A slimmer morning brown and hot, scrubbed boards a nrc I could go on forever but will spare 
the censor a little. We have five orchids out and two hens sitting, yes that's something I've 
never liked much but it was neccssary to havc our eggs, and we have a little black goat with 
white feet and Ive been lying on my improvised divan in the slln made from boards and an old 
blue Paris rug. I've watch cd Sam run with the goat on a string to the goatery at night but the 
goat is pregnant now and we have to be careful - all this and more we leave for New York 
We've planted a lot of coconuts and bananas and strange fruit some rare and some not so rarc. 
Our vegies already give beans, tomatoes and cabbage. And then to be a city girl again, high 
heel shoes instead of bare fect, black suit white shirt instead of shorts and your cotton crimson 
sweater. Slick hair cut instead of Samuel hacking away with blunt scissors, face cream and 
cotton wool instead of lime, and hot showers instead of a plunge in the ocean with carbolic 
soap. Perhaps before long bombs and blackouts instead of no "flour for bread and fire "flies. 108 

108Letter to John Reed, sent from Roseau, Dominica April 5th 1943. Reed Estate 



12. Members of the Australian delegation to the 1945 San Frnncisco Confercnce. Sam Atyco is 
standing hehind Evutt and appears to be smiling down lit his wife. ()ydng is pictured on Evatt's 
left, in the front row. 



In New York Dyring slowly recovered from her illness but it was a very long process and obviously 

there was not much information available about tropical diseases. Letters caught lip with them in 

America telling them Ihends had been killed in the War and of the death of art writer Basil Burdett in 

Melbourne. At yeo's brother Bunny had disappeared in Singapore and they did not know if he was 

dead or a prisoner of War. In letters to John throughout 1943 Dying asks for news of friends she has 

not heard about for years and of course news of Heide. She tells John and Sunday about their life in 

New York and of the art classes they attended three nights a week. Her doctor's office was near the 

Metropolitan Museum of Modern Art and she visited every week. 

In September Dyring was still not well but lelt that she must be recovering. She wrote to Sunday for 

her birthday hoping thc letters gets to her as the fighting has moved closer to Australia. "'I go like mad 

to catch your birthday but its always doubtful with those bloody little rats so close to Aussie if it shall 

. I k I' . I . I' I "IO() [) . k I' I I I arrIve or not, 1Ut you 'now m WIS ling you lin across t lC sea. . yrlllg was s 'etc ling at t lC oca 

park, the zoo, Washington Square and the Bleaker Street market und they had moved to a studio 

apartment in Greenwich Village. It was tucked away on top or a building and they could see up to the 

Empire State building and down 7th Avenue. 

A month later Sunday's n:lther had died and Dyring wrote; "Ive just received news of your lather's 

death. I feel so Illr away from you and morc than anything want to hold hands.") 10 So many things 

were reminding her of" Ileide, she and At yeo were staying 011 a Illnn out or Washington, drinking fresh 

milk and catching the apples, pears and figs as they lelllo the grollnd. 

From [944 until late in 1949 there arc no letters surviving lI'om Dyring to the Reeds in the archives. It 

is likely that the correspondence would have carried on during some of this time as the first Ictlcr from 

1949 suggests they were in regular contact. Dyring and At yeo would have had a few trips to Australia 

during this time, together and separately and in I ()('Ill at ion has been given to me of this period Ii'om 

Illmily and li'iends and recorded data. 

During 1945 as the War drew to a close Evatt was involved in li'illning the United Natiolls Charter in 

San I:ranciseo. The Australian delegation /lew li·om New York (0 San Francisco and or course 

included At yeo but interestingly also included Dyring. III a photograph of the Austral ian delegation 

taken at the time of the opening session, Dyring is sitting next to Evatt and is the only woman named, 

of the rOllr women in the IhHlt row. III There is 110 mention or her role at the time but she was 

arpoinled as Australia's Cultural Ambassador to the United Nations, by Evatt in 1956. 

IOYLetter to Sunday Reed from New York, September 10th 1943. Reed Estate 

II °Letter to Sunday Reed from Washington, October 15th 1943. Reed Estate 

III Photograph reproduced in: Evatt - Politics and.lu . .,'lice by Kylie Tennant, dated 1945. Printed 
underneath the photograph it says: • Reproduced by permission oCthe United Nations.' 
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Paris Again 

At the end of the W;:lr Evatt asked At yeo and Dyring to set up the Australian Embassy in Paris. 

At yea's title was that of Cultural Attache. Setting up the I~mbassy involved renting a suitable property 

and buying all the furniture necessary, including bedding, cutlery and the like, i()r the future staff of the 

Embassy as they were appointed and sent from Australia. Back in Paris Dyring began lessons at the 

Academic de la Grande Chaullliere, in between her role as 'den mother' to the young diplomatic stafr 

as they arrived and settled in. A role that included buying food and cooking meals for everyone in the 

first few months. 112 

By 1947 At yeo had been appointed as Australian representative to the United Nations Balkans 

Commission. They had moved out or the Embassy by this time and Dyring had become a student or 
Edouard MaeAvoy in Paris. Dyring's mother Dagmar died in Melbourne on the 18th June aged 72 but 

Dyring was not able to attend the funeral even though both she and At yeo were able to get back to 

Australia for Christmas and see their I~lmilies on a number ofoccasiol1s. 

1948 marked a turning point in Dyring's life with the break up of her marriage to At yeo. On a trip 

away 1(.)1" a conference he met a Swiss woman Anne Lecoultre, and on his return to Paris ended his 

marriage to Dyring. For Dyring the timing could /lot have heen worse; she had been eagerly awaiting 

the arrival of the Reeds with Sweeney and had fOllnd an apartment for them to rcnt. There had been a 

lot of correspondence between them all, regarding accommodation, money exchange and plans for 

future travel throughout France. John, Sunday and Sweeney sailed to France in August 1948. They 

arrived in Paris with the dual purpose of organising all exhibition 01" Nolan's Ned Kelh:l' series, and to 

discuss the ruture of Swceney with A Ibert Tucker who was living in Paris at the time. This timc away 

was also to be a holiday for the Reeds, they planned trips through the South or France onto Italy and 

thcn England. 

1121nformation about Dyring's life at this time was received through interviews with hunily and 
I1d 

friends. Personal interview with Dyring family members 2 February, 200 I and personal interview 
with Rosalind Carrodus, February 2000. 



I J. II. V - Evatt with his secretary Sam At yeo in Paris after the war. 
Phot()g rHph cour·tesy of Pat Boyes 
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As a res Lli t or her marriage break lip Dyring became deeply depressed. She was unable to discuss the 

situat io n '\.v ith the Reeds because she felt they would be torn between their friendship and loyalty to 

At yeo a J1 < . .1 lhe relationship they shared with her. She also felt she had to maintain her loyalty to her 

hushaJl<.J and not discllss their problems with his friends, so rather than turn to the only two people she 

later r-ea I i sed would have understood, she decided to return to Australia to be with her family, 

parlicu Jar I y hcr brother Carl with whom she had a close relationship. The Evatts were very affected by 

Ille hrea k - Ll P o/" the At yeo 's marriage, although according to Rosalind, the Evatt's daughter; "they were 

h t I . I I k S 11,,113 pro a ') y' n < )t slirpnsc( . as t lCY 'new, am so we . 

I U'ntcr'v i c VV with Rosalind Carrodus. February 2000. She said her parents believed at the time of the 
marriage t>f'cak-up, that Atyce> len Dyring for Anne Lecoultre because she was wealthy. 
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LIFE ON THE ILE ST. LOUIS 

Back in Paris in the latter part of 1948, Dyring's lifesavers were her friends David Strachan, Fred 

Jessup and many of the former students of the Bell School in Melbourne, all ofwhorn made Paris their 

home after the War. It was during this time she made the acquaintance of the artist Margaret Olley 

from Sydney, who left Australia for London with fellow artist Mitty Lee Brown in January 1949. In 

London she stayed with Sydney friends in South Kensington for a month, before travelling to Paris 

with Brown and Jessup In Paris, Oily met up with Strachan, a fellow student from East Sydney 

Technical College who introduced her to Dyring.
114 

When I spoke to Margaret Olley about her time in Paris her memories were of Dyring's apartment at 39 

Quai d' Anjou on the lie St. Louis, and their painting trips which might be a weekend in the country or 

extended trips to Italy or Spain. It was from Margaret that I first learned that Oyring had a car, later I 

read this in her letters but at the time of my interview with Margaret I had not discovered the letters and 

I could not understand how she had painted all through the European winter. l'ler letters to the Reeds 

often related details of country trips and weekends away, and many of her paintings are of rural and 

city winter landscapes. Her car was her studio and also an escape from Paris for Dyring and for the 

many friends who accompanied her over the years. Her car also became important when her marriage 

broke up and she had to support herself. She used her car to take tourists around Paris, showing them 

little known historic sites and earning her 'pocket money' as she called it. 

But it was her home on the lie St. Louis that was her haven and her pride and joy. Mitty Lee Brown, 

looking for a home/studio for herself~ discovered the set of small diJapidated rooms on the smaller of 

the two islands in the Seine right in the heart of Paris. The Quai d Anjoll is a small street running 

parallel to the Seine but high above it. At each end of the street two bridges connect the island to the 

lett bank, and it is situated just a little upstream from the Pont Marie and the famous Boulevard St 

Michael. It was an area Dyring had fallen in love with in 1928 on her nrst trip to Paris. When her 

li"iend decided the rooms were too badly run down, Drying leased them and transformed fOllr small 

rooms into a studio apartment. 

Margaret Murray an Australian journalist and a friend and neighbour of Dyring, described her 

studio/home as one huge room with very high beamed ceilings. It had an open fireplace and large 

windows looking out over the Seine. Moya bought brown/russet tiles Ji'om an old Norman chateau to 

line the floor of the studio and the corridor ran past a small bedroom on the river side and then on to the 

front door. Above the corridor were stands containing paintings and in the main studio were divans. 

Countless guests and artists slept there. In one corner a curved wooden bar hid the kitchen and from 

there Moya dispensed drinks and cooked the dishes she was famous for, particularly her curry and 

114 France, C. Margaret Ollc.y, Craftsman House, Sydney. 1990 

I 
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The studio was the centre of activity, a meeting place for local artists, a place to stay for visiting 

friends. Artists, musicians, writers all could be found at Moy's flat. Oyring painted in front of the 

long windows on an antique easel when she wasn't tramping the streets and squares, drawing and 

painting, or painting from the car when the weather was cold. Many photographs of her standing 

behind the wooden bar concocting some dish or dispensing drinks were published in Australian papers 

and magazines. Dyring became the expatriate to quote on almost any newsworthy item from France 

after the war, from women's lUxury items returning to the Paris shops to oyster vendors in the Paris 

streets. 

14. & IS, Dyring's studio/apartment in the pt'ocess of being renovated in 1950. 
From Dyring's personal photograph album. 

15. nyr'ing scrving brcilkfast in hcr ncw kitchcn 1951. 
From nyring's personal photograph album 

115Interview with Margaret Murray April, 1999. 
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Moving On 

In November and December 1949 Dyring held her first one-woman show in London at the gallery, 

20 Brooks Street. The nudes and landscapes were well received by the critics and buying public. 

Several newspapers reported favourably on her exhibition held downstairs, contrasting her rather 

cruelly with the exhibition of abstract artist Boulenc (a pseudonym taken from the composer Poulenc 

from whom he derived his stimulation and inspiration), held upstairs, and English women painters in 

general. "Give me one by this lady and you can have all 55 by the gentleman", from The Scotsman. 

And from David Waring, Art News and Revjew~ 

They are the work of a fresh mind and a good sense of design .... They form a vigorous and 
refreshing contrast to the rather well-bred, timid paintings of some English women painters. I 16 

Dyring was interviewed by Dick Bentley of the BBC during her exhibition, which was then relayed to 

Melbourne via the ABC. She was also interviewed by the Australian and New Zealand Weekly and the 

Melbourne Sun. Any spare time Dyring had in London was spent checking out a Siamese cat breeder 

for the Reeds. The last kitten they had ordered from the breeder Sterling- Webb, had caught distemper 

and dicd. In the first Ictter in the records since 1944 she wrote: 

The mother cat is not yet pregnant again, he says if you still do want one you will have 
to wait until it is at least 4 months old so as to have its anti distemper injections. 117 

It was obvious there had been previous correspondence as the Reeds had lent her money, possibly to 

mount her 1950 exhibition in Australia. Money transfer was diil1cult in these post War years, perhaps 

it was easier for John to pay for everything and Dyring would reimburse him in the future. She would 

be unable to visit Australia because of her London exhibition, and John Reed and Mary Alice Evatt 

were responsible for some of the organisation at the Australian end. The exhibition took place in 

Australia during July and August, 1950 and travelled ti·om Melboun1e to Sydney and Canberra. In 

March she wrote to John about money she owed Sunday. The bank in Melbourne had messed up the 

payment in some way and she asked him to see jf he could clear it up. It must have been a refreshing 

change for the Reeds to have someone pay back the money they had lent them. 

In May she wrote again to thank him for working out the problem and to say how glad she was to have 

the account settled. She was very pleased with her new studio apartment she told John, very happy to 

have a horne of her own to come back to at night. She had very little money but was able to buy the 

occasional piece or furniture but she had an exhibition of her work at her house warming party and it 

was quite profitable. She was very pleased with the reviews he had sent her of her Australian 

exhibition and the reviews of her London show in the Australian press. 

116 Waring, David, 'Art, News and Review' in The Scotsman, November, ] 949 
117 Letter sent to John and Sunday from London dated 16th November, 1949. Reed Estate 
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From the letters Dyring was sending the Reeds at this time, it appears they were asking her about 

Atyeo. How was he? Had she seen him? In 1949 At yeo had been appointed as a permanent 

representative for the Australian Government on the Balkans Committee. But in 1950 as the Menzies 

Government took office, his position was questioned in the Australian Parliament by the Public Service 

Association and questions were asked in the Press. The explanation that his position was temporary 

and he had only been appointed because he spoke French, the official language of the United Nations, 

was dismissed by the Head of the Public Service Board. There were plenty of career diplomats who 

could do the job just as adequately, it was believed and his position was terminated. 

With his marriage over and nowhere to live in Paris he retired to his property in Vence to restore the 

cottage and turn the farm into a profitable concern. Dyring wrote to John and Sunday that she had 

signed the divorce papers in August 1950 and believed he would marry 'the Idleweisse' her name for 

Lecoultre. She had seen Sam, she told John and Sunday, and believed him to be velY bitter with life in 

general: 
He is now in Tourisette (Vence) doing up his old ruin. He is sad about being dismissed he 
thought he would be left until the end of his commission, it was too bad as it just seems 
another bow unticd, he does not know what next. I I H 

But if Atyco's life was unravelling, Dyring was starting to pull the threads of her lite together. 

Relatives had visited from Melbourne and friends were calling in. She had received invitations to 

travel and was planning a winter holiday in Majorca with her friend Madelaine. An August 1950 letter 

to the Reeds mentioned that her work was improving and Paris had finally burst back into life with a 

marvellous July 14th celebration. 

Wc danced for 3 days until dawn of course. I was a complete wreck after, I spent 4 days in 
bed. There were street parades and an enormous statue of Adam and Eve with red wine 
gushing out of the snakes head which looked liked a giant penis. We all danced round with 
empty glasses filling thcm - Paris was dressed in fairy light for 5 days and sang with music.lll) 

In the same lettcr she mentions Albert Tucker who had been to her house-warming and had obviously 

written to the Reeds to tell them that the Left Wing Party in Paris was about to erupt and the economy 

about to dive. Dyring's reply was unconcerned, telling them that the financial interests of big business 

would probably prevail. The French were a revolutionary nation but the middle class would keep the 

balancc she believed. The franc situation was good and she thought it would stay that way. She was 

happy they seemed concerned for her and grateful for their continuing friendship. 

The Reeds must have made some requests because she says; "I shall certainly get the espadrilles and 
120 

beret to you". 

118 Letter to John and Sunday Reed, May 12th 1950, Reed Estate 
119 Letter to John and Sunday Reed August 22nd 1950, Reed Estate 
120ibid 
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In late August 1950, Ronnie Rowan, David Strachan's sister arrived in Paris. This was the first time 

she had met but they became friends immediately and Rowan stayed with her at her studio. She 

remembers Dyring having tickets to the Davis Cup through her connections at the Embassy and David 

not having a coat to wear so she found one of At yeo's suit coats and he went in that. Strachan worked 

as an international telephonist to make money, an occupation he had trained for in Melbourne and 

Rowan remarked that Dyring must have had a private income. She didn't know about her little 

business taking tourists around Paris but said that the trip she took with Dyring was remarkable for the 

things she showed her and the history she knew. Even tifty years later she remembered the out-of-the

way places Dyring took her to. "I saw the real Paris, so they (the tourists) would have got their monies 

worth.,,121 Dyring did have a small private income but it was very depleted after her studio 

renovations and the impact of post-war Paris prices. 

Rowan, Strachan and Dyring stayed with Olley in a cottage she had taken in the French countryside 

and they went on painting trips together. She remarked how fast Oyring and Olley painted compared 

with her brother 'who liked to think about i1' Olley, could churn out three painting for his one. When 

Rowan len Paris for Australia she took with her the beret and the espadrilles for the Reeds and her 

brother's paintings for an exhibition at Georges in Melbourne, "just rolled up under my arm.,,122 

1950 seemed to be an emotional and professional turning point for Oyring. 1·ler show in Austral ia 

progressed and received good reviews. Allanah Coleman writing to John and Sunday around this time 

reports: "I have visited Moya's home on the Quai D'Enjou, it is just so wonderful, it would do me for 

the rest of my life" .123 Moya was doing a lot of work at this time and Allanah thought it was very 

good. In letters to the Reeds, Dyring tells them of the trips she is taking and says how glad she is to 

hear that Sweeney is "rl..!ally yours now, I know how happy you and Sun are about it".124 She has 

started painting small canvases with the motifs of the people she sees around Paris streets, slich as the 

tramps, street sweepers, flower sellers and 'the man who repairs china and glass'. She has a friend and 

mentor in Eugene Baboulenc, Professor of Fine Art at the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Toulon. Under his 

direction she starts to look at her work differently, recognises the messy emotional quality or her work 

and strives to correct this. 

Actually during the past year I have drawn more than ever before, also I am painting 
differently, more construction, due to help and ideas fi'om Baboulene. 125 

121 Interview with Ronnie Rowan. March 2000 
I 22Interview with Ronnie Rowan. March 2000 
123 d Letter from Allanah Cole to John and Sunday Reed, 22" September, 1950. Reed Estate. 
124 Letter to John and Sunday Reed. 6th November, 1950. Reed Estate. 
125 Letter to John and Sunday Reed. 5th August, 1951. Reed Estate 



-Page 43 "'" 

Dyring finally appears to have put her marriage behind her and get on with her life. She was able to 

keep a reasonable standard of living taking tourists around Paris and was able to sell her work to them 

as well, usually small drawings she did on the trips. She took her portfolio, pencils, pen and ink and 

believed that the tourist work made her "look' in a different way. Albert Tucker met her at a party and 

wrote to John and Sunday: 

I saw Moya Oyring she has changed a lot from when I last saw her, she is older, but I think 
much better, she was very warm and pleasant, qualities which r haven't experienced in her 
before. Perhaps the final rin with Sam has been for the better. 126 

She had many friends to paint with and there was always someone who wanted to join her for a holiday 

or a weekend, or a friend or acquaintance from Melbourne calling in. She wrote to John and Sunday 

for Christmas 1951, telling them of the six weeks she spent in the North of Haly with Olley, travelling 

from Verona to Venice and then Padua the home of Giotto. Down the Adriatic Coast to San Marino, 

Toretto and Assisi. In Florence they stayed with friends in their studio, but apart from that time, spent 

the whole trip camping out, doing their cooking on an alcohol stove. Olley remembers villagers 

throwing stones at them when they camped on the outskirts of a town. She believed people thought 

they might have been gypsies. Or that two women camping alone could have been prostitutes as they 

did not have a tent and.i ust put their sleeping bags on the ground. 

In December she looked forward to seeing her nephew David Dyring and his fi'iends, who were to stay 

with her for Christmas and the New Year; '"I am taking them all home for Xmas it will be fun having 

my first home Xmas with one of the family.,,127 Then in January, Albert Tucker returned to live in 

Paris for a while, He stayed at the Hotel de Verneuil close to the Ecole des Beaux-Arts and built a 

caravan in the hotel room which he completed in May. He lowered the caravan from the window of the 

hotel with help lI'om li'iends and parked it alongside the Seine opposite the lie Saint-L,ollis not far from 

Oyring's home. He lived in it through May and June the warmest part of the year and then took off for 

Italy, settling for a year in Noli, a fishing village on the Ligurian coast of the Italian Riviera where it 

remained warm all year. While he was still in Paris he had an exhibition at Galerie lIuit near the I II 

Saint-Louis to good reviews but no sales. 12H Dyrillg missed this exhibition, writing to the Reeds that 

she had len before it started but hoped to see aftcr she returned. 129 

1952 was a busy year for Dyring. After her nephew David Dyring left in February, to stay with At yeo 

at his property in Vence, Dyring took of for warmer climes, visiting Spain with friends to sightsee and 

paint. In Spain, Dyring and two friends travelled 600 kilometres down the Mediterranean Coast. She 

126 Copy of a letter to John and Sunday Reed from Albert Tucker, 2nd January 1952. Property of 
Janine Burke. 
127Letter to John and Sunday Reed Iih November, 195 I. Reed Estate 
128 A photograph of the caravan is featured in: Haese, Richard, Rebels and Precursors, Penguin Books, 
Australia. p.285. The lie Saint Louis can be seen in the background. 
129Letter to John and Sunday Reed, June 10th 1952. Reed Estate 
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was fascinated by the Moorish architecture and the paintings of EI Greco. She visited Altamira to see 

the cave paintings and learned to cook Paella from a chef at a restaurant in Valencia where they went 

for dinner. Back in Paris she saw the exhibition of Toulouse Lautrec and then she was off again, 

touring the French countryside. 

In her letter to the Reeds describing her Spanish trip, Dyring talks for the first time about the men in 

her life. While she never appears to lack male company wherever she is, she usually refers to them as 

'buddies' and certainly Olley and the Dyring family remarked that most of her male friends were 

homosexual. During 1951 she rekindled a friendship with an old friend living in London, psychiatrist 

Leo Schlict. As Schlict is married their liaisons are conflned to his trips to Paris, usually on his 

holiday, which he liked to take on his own, riding his motor bike around the French countryside, or 

Dyring's occasional trips to London: 

Theo Schlict came through for a few days at the beginning of the month. Ive always been 
fond of Theo we have corresponded with each other Cor years, there have been long silences 
but during the last two years the friendship has grown. 1·le is out of London at a hospital and I 
see him when I go over and he spends his annual holiday in France ...... " Dyring returned from 
a painting trip to the South of France in time to meet him on his return to Paris. "We have just 

had perhaps the happiest five days - yes perhaps the happiest I have ever been in my liic.I3() 

In a lettcr to the Reeds the following year she again refers to her friendship with Thea and the fact that 

he is married and attached to thc St Albans Hospital just out of London. She also reters to another 

friend Michael Robineau, an antique dealer. He is not married she assures John and Sunday but Dyring 

thinks she is past marriage now. Instead Michael lends her his cocker spaniel for company and she 

spends every weekend with him at his country home. I:l 1 

16. 'Michael and I choosing cheese at Vernon Manket' lIndutcd. 
Courtesy of Pat Boyes 

130 Letter to John and Sunday Reed, August 5th 1951. Reed Estate 
131 Letter to John and Sunday Reed. March, 1952. Reed Estate. 
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Dyring's thoughts turned back to Australia in 1952, but it was to be a different homecoming to the one 

in 1948 when she fled to Australia to mourn the death of her marriage to At yeo, in the bosom of her 

family. Now she is secure as a women and an artist, her life assumed patterns of travel, work and 

friendships that made her happy and content. Before leaving for Australia at the end of 1952 Oyring 

leased her flat for a year and sold her car. She sailed on a Dutch liner by way of Indonesia, and was 

able to complete some paintings in Bali and Java, she completed 40 painting during the trip to 

Australia, adding to the 520 oil paintings and gouache drawings she had brought from Paris. She 

arrived in Australia to spend Christmas with her Jllmily and New Year with the Reeds. 

There was no correspondence on record with the Reeds between 1953 and 196 I but once again I 

believe from the tenor of the letter sent in 1961 that they were corresponding intermittently. During 

1953 Dyring spent a year in Australia and would have seen the Reeds during this time. This was the 

year Rosalind, the Evatt's daughter married, but not before the Evatts travelled to London to attend the 

coronation of Queen Elizabeth. For the strait laced Evatts ever mindful of Rosalind's wellbeing a 

chaperone was needed and Dyring, between shows at the time, seemed an obvious choice. It was a 

happy time /'or Rosalind and Dyring, cementing a friendship of sisterly affection, but according to 

Rosalind an hilarious choice of chaperone given that Dyring did not exactly share her parents strict 

moral code. Another marriage that took place that year was Dyring's aunt, Ola Cohn to Herbert Green 

a retired printer. Ola was 61 and Herbert 78. 

Each series or exhibitions, 1953, 1956, 1960 and )963, bought Dyring to Australia for at least a year. 

'fhe exception was 1956 when she len Australia in September to attend the UNESCO conference as the 

Australian representative at the International Organisation of Plastic Arts being held in Vienna. She 

had been painting with Olley at Hill End in conjunction with her exhibition in Brisbane. 

In 1957 Mary Alice stayed with Dyring in Paris while her husband visited David Ben Gurion in Israel. 

Evatt had been ill befiJre his trip with bronchial influenza and high blood pressure and had taken a few 

days olT in Paris to stay with Dyring before they both travelled back to Australia. Visitors such as this 

would have bought her all the news from Australia and kept her up to date. 

In 1961, Clare Pitblado (Doodie) Sunday's li-iend, had died and Dyring send her love and thoughts to 

Sunday. She mentions their land at AspendaIe and asks if they have started to build. She tells them 

how close they have been with the arrival of Charles Blackman and then James Murbrik. And all about 

the Bienna/I.! dl.! Paris in which Australia was represented for the tirst time. Dyring was one of the 
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people responsible for the organisation of the Australian section. Blackman, Lawrence Daws and Brett 

Whiteley were the artists chosen to represent Australia, and Dyring wrote: 

'"there were two large works for each painter, we had a struggle to get our space increased but 
with lots of negotiation eventually got 40 metres hanging space, having been allocated 10 

.. II ,,132 ongma y. 

Roland Pullen, The Age representative in Paris, had sent a good column to Melbourne and Dyring 

hoped it had not been cut too much. James Murbrik was taking a catalogue back for the Reeds and 

Dyring reported she had organised a cocktail party for the artists at the Australian Embassy and thrown 

a party at her nat to introduce them to local artists, and then in August she had been on a holiday at St 

Tropez, with Tony Clave and his wife and about 15 others, all artists, swimming, tishing, painting and 

eating. 133 Also in 1961 Herbert Evatt became very ill again during a holiday cruise with Mary Alice. 

He lay close to death for several days, tinally making a partial recovery although he was now a shadow 

of the man he had been. They stayed with Rosalind as he tried to regain his health. 

During (962 Bernard Smith and his wife visited France during his sabbatical year, and Dyring 

organised an apartment for them close to her on the lie Saint Louis. They travelled to Burgundy 

together in her car with her spaniel Flush, the replacement for her borrowed dog from Michael. She 

was a wonderful hostess to Smith and his wife and they were impressed by the way she had become a 

'kind of free lance ambassador to Australian artists' .134 In Paris, Dyring showed Smith the vacant land 

011 which the international artists studios were going to be built. Artists could no longer afford to live 

in Paris, she told Smith, and Andre Malraux, a friend of Dyring and Minister for Cultural Affairs in the 

Dc Gaulle Government, had confided in her that this was where they wanted to erect purpose-built 

studios, as residences for overseas artists. In fact they were not cOlnplcted until 1967, but artists started 

to live ill basement apartments in 1965. In 1962 it was just a large hole in the ground. 

Meeting Dyring in her 'home environment' seeing her efforts on behalf of Australian artists at first 

hand, sowed the seed it)r Smith's later conviction that a studio should be purchased in her name, aftcr 

bel' death in 1967. On his trip in 1962 he impressed by her 'dynamic' nature, the open way she 

approached all types of art although he believed her style remained fixed to a Post-Impressionist 

version or the landscape and the ligurative. D5 

In 1963 Dyring brought her last exhibition to Australia. In Sydney her work was displayed in two 

galleries. At Barry Stern Galleries in Paddington, Mary Alice Evatt opened the exhibition and Russell 

132 u Letter to John and Sunday 10 1 October, 1961. Reed Estate 
133Ibid 
134personal interview with Bernard Smith, 2ib November 200 I. 
135 Personal Interview with Bernard Smith, 2ih November 200 I. He said Dyring rarely discussed her 
work with him or his wife, although she gave them two paintings while they were staying with her. 

'I 
),"1 
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Drysdale gave a nostalgic talk about the early days of Australian art and the friendships that had 

developed. At the Johnstone Gallery she exhibited with Margaret Olley and at both these venues she 

exhibited many more paintings of children playing than she had shown at previous exhibitions. These 

paintings of children with their mothers playing in parks and gardens, are a definite departure from the 

usual landscapes of Paris and the countryside, although she had continued to do these as well. 

In Melbourne she exhibited jointly with Erica McGilchrist and Bernard Smith reviewed them both 

stating, that while their vision was different "'they have developed a mature personal style with an 

intimacy and delicacy of statement wholly feminine.,,136 He believed that Dyring's 'love of France' 

was very evident in her work which obviously recalled to him the paintings of Monet and Bonnard. He 

remembered this last visit of Dyring quite clearly, and believed that she was not well at the time. He 

remarked that her feet had been very sore, but this may have been due to the constant pain she suffered 

in her hip, and the way she walked to compensate for this. 

Dyring's last letter to the Reeds is dated April 1965 and is written in a similar vein of familiarity with 

their lives as i r she had been in constant contact. They had sent her a photograph of their cats and she 

asks if they have started to build yet. Their new home, Heide II was started in 1964 and 'finished in 

1967 so during Dyring's 1963 trip to Melbourne it would have stilI been in the planning stage. Dyring 

tells them of her trip to Mountauban on the Tarn J 37 and Gozonnc, and a trip she is planning during 

Easter for six weeks, travelling to Spain and the Pays Basque rcgion. "[ have somc days in Barcelona 

Tony Clave has an exhibition therc.,,13H She reported that many galleries in Paris were now showing 

primitive and naive work rather than abstract, which had not been selling. Her work in pastel was 

progressing well and Spring in Paris was 'heaven'. It was also in 1965 that Dr. Herbert Evatt died on 

Melbourne CLIP day, 2nd November. There was no mention of this in letters to the Reeds. 

The lifestyle she had established for herself since 1951 was continuing but she was not feeling well. 

Her niece Felicity had been staying with her or visiting from London where she was nursing and the 

trip to Spain, with I:elicity, was partly to leave the cold of Paris for a warmer climate. Dyring believed 

she had arthritis in her hip, and as the lIe Saint Louis was increasingly damp and cold, she hoped a trip 

to Spain might relieve the pain. But this was not the case, eventually Felicity persuaded her come to 

London during 1966 to see a specialist, as Dyring did not trust the medical profession in Paris. 

136Smith, Bernard, 'Art Notes' in: The Age, 22nd October, 1963 
137 A painting done on the trip titled Mountauban on the Tarn was purchased by Mary Alice Evatt a1ter 
Oyring's death, at an exhibition in Canberra to raise fund for the 'Moya Dyring Memorial Studio'. 
This painting was presented to the National Gallery of Australia by Mary Alice for the pemlanent 
collection. 
I 38Letter to John and Sunday 7th April, 1965. Reed Estate 
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The diagnosis of cancer of the kidney came as a terrific shock to Dyring as she had no symptoms other 

than the pain in her hip. She wrote to relatives in Albury that she was to have an operation to have the 

kidney removed and believed she would make a full recovery: '"One can live quite happily with one 

kidney and I am glad the trouble has been found" 139 Theo Schlict and his wife had introduced her to a 

good surgeon and looked after her before the operation and she was to spend some time with them 

afterwards to recover before going back to France. 

What Dyring was not told was that she had secondary cancer and that the operation was a means to 

make her life easier f{)r a while. Her family made the decision not to travel to England to visit her as 

they believed she would know she was going to die if they did, a decision her sister Pat always 

regretted. Mary Alice Evatt, and Bernard Smith and his wife carne from Australia to see her, and 

many friends from Paris crossed the Channel to visit her in hospital Allanah Coleman broke the news 

to the Reeds, telling them that the cancer had spread to her lungs: "She has asked me to write to you 
. 140 

both she may dIe very soon now. She does not know she has cancer." She told them that Dyring 

wanted news of them all and news of the new house. 

Visiting friends were treated to fresh sandwiches from a nearby sh()p and a record player was bought 

into her room so she could listen to classical music. On her last night she was given extra sedation to 

ease the pain, and with some Bach music playing and Theo and Kathleen Schliet by her side she went 

to sleep. She died a few hours later on the morning of the 4th January 1967. Allanah's letter to John 

and Sunday on the t{>Ilowing day said that she would send flowers for them to the funeral, and that 

Moya would be cremated at Putney Vale on the 10th January, 1967. "1 will not be there as I will be on 

the train to Paris to attend the Picasso exhibition. I am slIre Moya would approve of this we talked 

about it so much.,,141 

In 1971 The Australian Government purchased The Moya Oyring Memorial Studio at the Cite 

rnternationale des Arts. Bernard Smith, attached to the Power lnstitute at the time, made the suggestion 

that Australia should purchase another studio in memory of Moya Dyring. 142 and he contacted David 

Strachan to see if' together they could raise the money. Strachan, Mary Aliee Evatt, Ronnie Rowan, 

Russell Drysdale and many others gave their time to hold exhibitions which included their work and 

the paintings Dyring was preparing for her next exhibition. Many artists also gave talks at the opening 

of these exhibitions, about their life in Paris and their n'iendship with Dying. 

139Letter to Lucy Williams, Albury, 28th August, 1966. 
140 Letter to John and Sunday Reed from Allanah Coleman. December, 1966 

141 Many people spoke of Dyring's last days to me, including Felicity Dyring and her Paris based friend 
Margaret Murray. The letter from Allanah Coleman was addressed to John and Sunday Reed and sent 
on the 5th January, 1967. 
142Australia already owned one studio bought in the name of Dr John Wardell Power, Bernard Smith 
was one the people responsible for this purchase by the Power Institute. Another was purchased in 
1992 in the name of Rosamond McCulloch by the University of Tasmania. 

I 
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of these exhibitions, about their life in Paris and their friendship with Dying. 

Dyring mentioned to many people during her lifetime, that she would like to bequeath her studio to 

visiting artists from Australia, as she was very aware of the cost and isolation for the young aJ1ist in 

Paris. Sadly this did not happen as Dyring sold her studio just before she went to London to have 

treatment, believing she would have to move to a warmer climate. The studio in her name has become 

a fitting tribute to a woman who welcorned every visiting Australian who knocked on her door. From 

1966, 360 artists, writers, poets and musicians from Australia have lived at the Cite Internationale des 

Artes. The first artist to stay in the studio named after Dyring, was her n'iend Charles Blackman. 

17. Fittingly and rather sadly it was her fl"icnd Roland Pullen who sent the news of her 
dcnth to Australia. Roland often IC~lsed her apartmcnt in Paris whcn she travelled to Australia. 
111e SUIl , .Januar·y 6th 1967. 
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SECTION II 

Career and Public Acclaim 



To discover the history of women and art is in part to account for the way 
art history is written. To expose its underlying values, its assumptions, its 
silences and its prejudices is also to understand that the way women artists 

d d . . I h d f· . . f d" . 143 are recor e IS cruCIa to tee 111ltlon 0 art an artIst In our society. . 
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This chapter deals with Moya Oyring the artist and where she belongs in the accepted canons of 

contemporary art history and asks why her contribution to Modernism has generally been excluded. 

During the 1970s, feminist art historians began to question the systematic exclusion of women from 

mainstream art. It was discovered that the history of art was based on ideological practice and not 

evaluated as an exercise of neutral, or objective, scholarship. This produced a limited picture of history 

where women's art, often seen as homogeneous feminine practice, was left out of the dominant 

discourses. It was not just a case of male art history conveniently forgetting to mention the 

contribution of women in contemporary art movements, rather it was a particular way of seeing and 

interpreting, that limited the picture of history. As Griselda Pollock points out: 

What Modernist art history celebrates is a selective tradition which nonnaJizes, 
as the only modernism, a particular and gendered set of practices. 144 

She also believes that women have resisted what is represented to them. 

Women have struggled against the given definitions and ideologies of femininity, negotiated 
h . . " d·f:"c. . d d' d't~' I 145 tell' varymg SituatIons at Iferent perlO san 10 I lerent cu tures. 

She emphasizes that knowledge of a women's history is essential in telling stories and that connections 

must he made between their history and the ideological and social formation, which shaped and 

. t' d t· .. . 146 
III onne t lei/' artIstIc practice. It is within this framework of negotiation and specific history that I 

wish to place the artistic practice of Moya Oyring. Not simply to reintegrate her into existing art 

history practices, but to place her into own particular historical perspective based on her own unique 

experiences as a women and an artist. 

There is a common perception that Dyring was a minor, lightweight artist, who painted pretty pictures 

that she knew would sell in Australia and 11)1' that reason she has faded out of sight, apart from her short 

inclusion in the early history of Modernism in Melbourne, and the existence of a studio in Paris in her 

name. The argument is not that Dyring was a great artist, but that her art practice produced its own 

meaning. grounded in the artist's history, ideology and philosophy. She travelled extensively and her 

143 Parker R. & G. Pollock Old Mistresses: Women, Art and Ide%gy, London, Routledge & Kegan 
Paul; Pandora Press 1986. p.3 
144 Pollock, G. 'Modernity and the spaces of femininity' in Vision and Difference: Femininity, 
Feminism and the Histories (?lArt. Routledge, London and New York, 1990. p.50. This chapter deals 
with the women artists who are involved in the early history of modernism and de constructs the 
masculine myths. 
145 _____ ...... 'Feminist art histories and Marxism' in Vision and Difference: Femininity. Feminism 
and the Histories olArt. p.p. 40~41 
J 46 ibid pAl 
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honour a woman who had played host to so many visiting Australian artists. ISO Occasionally her art is 

featured in exhibitions at Heide M.O.M.A., at appropriate times one or two of Dyring's paintings are 

hung to recall the circle of friends that surrounded John and Sunday Reed, such as, Sam Alyeo, ] 933 

(Fig.]), or Portrait of Sunday, ] 934. (Fig.5, Page 15). Similar in style is Holly, Fig (Fig. 2.) also done 

around 1934 in a Cezannesque style, now part ofthe Dyring family collection. Or Melanctha 

( Fig. 7) to demonstrate Oyring's early Cubist style. 

I. Uydng Portrait of "S'am A~ve() c.1934 

2. Oyring H()lIy c.1934 

150 4 A Studio in Paris: Australian Artists at the Cite] 967-2000'. Exhibition catalogue May -July 

2001. Curator Jane Watters 
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lightweight, too slapdash and emotional. By 1950, no acknowledgement was given to the women 

artists who had dominated the Modernist scene in the early part of the Twentieth century. Through the 

1960s only men gained any recognition in the Australian art scene. 152 

Modernism and Women Artists 

The first decade or the Twentieth century into which Dyring was born, saw a dramatic change in the 

role of women in society. The advantages of education and travel broadened the possibilities for 

women considerably, while enhanced career opportunities offered women a more equitable position in 

the work place. By the time Oyring finished school the First World War was over and women artists 

born a generation before her had taken full advantage of their emancipation. These pioneering women 

had been well educated, taken art classes and traveled overseas, the /lrst wave around 1910, the second 

after WW I They studied the modern movements either at a distance or first hand, they bought back 

new ideas and adapted styles to suit their personal Australian experience. These were the trail-blazers 

who enabled young women or the 1920s and 1930s, seeking an artistic career to move more easily into 

their chosen roles. In 1932 Dyring was 23, and with art school behind her she was able to enjoy the 

benciits afforded by the 'catalytic force' of the first two decades. 15
:\ 

When Dyring finished art school she had sllccessti,llly combined the conservative, conventional 

teaching or the National Gallery School and the modernism of George Bell. Like most of the young 

artists ill the early 30s, she was experimental and like some, quite daring. With her own money and a 

sense or personal freedom, encouraged by her parents, she was ready to strike out on her own, but 

unlike her predecessors she was almost alone. Sybil Craig, Lina Bryans, Maie Casey, Mary Alice 

Evatt, Yvollne Cohen, ./oan Yonge, Ilia Morris, I;rancis Burke and Yvonne Atkinson from Melbourne, 

her female peer group in art school all stayed at home. Maic Casey, later Lady Casey and Mary Alice 

Evatt, travelled extensively but painted little, due to their busy lives. Many or the women became 

excellent, well-known artists in their chosen fields, but remained in Melbourne. Allanah Coleman 

was the except ion, I iving in London as an art dealer for quite some time. Margaret Olley and Mitty 

Lee Brown I,'olll Sydney joined Dyring in Paris aller the 2nd W.W. It was the men from Melbourne 

who travelled to Paris to study and paint. David Strachan, Russel Drysdale, Fred Jessup, Pet!.!r Purves 

Smith, Donald Friend and Albert Tucker, joined Dying in Paris ailer W. W.lf. 

151 Radford, Ron "rhe Revival of Appreciation of early 20 lh century women's art' In: Modern 
Australian Women: Painling and Prints 1925 1945 Exhibition Catalogue, Art Gallery of South 
Australia, Adelaide. Curated by .lane Hylton. 2000. For a discussion on the neglect ofwomcn artists 
and the acceptance of men as the modern Australian masters. pp. 113-114 
153 For a discllssion on this period of Australian art history see Topliss, H. A40dernism and 
Feminisrn:Australian Women Artists 1900 -- 1940 'Introduction' 
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As an artist in Melbourne in the 30s, Oyring appears to have suffered no gender discrimination. She 

was encouraged by her parents to become an artist, was not expected to get married, and was 

encouraged to study overseas. 'fhe reviews of her work were fair considering she was very 

experimental, and she had powerful patrons in John Reed, Dr Evatt and George Bell. Although Oyring 

appears uncertain of her future as an artist, in letters written at the time, she had a healthy ego and 

enough bravado to travel and explore the world on her own. It is unlikely that she would have seen 

hersel r restricted in any way by the f~lct that she was a woman artist, but she was obviously aware of 

the powerful movement against Modernism by the conservative f'()rces in Melbourne and was glad to 

be leaving that behind. 

Also from the beginning of her career as an artist she was very aware of the commercial nature of art 

production. Painting was going to be her life but selling her art was also importanl. She started to 

make gallery contacts in America Cor herself and At yeo on her lirst trip across America and as her 

biography shows she was always aware of her buying public ill Melbourne. Dyring was not an 

exception to the rule that most women artists were sllccessful self-promoters and held exhibitions of 

their work wh<.:never the opportunity arose. 15·1 Where Dyring was exceptional is that she lIsed her 

social position f'()r all it was worth. In the IlJ40s as the wife of an Australian diplomat she was the 

locus of sustained rnedia attention and made good lise of it to promote her work. AileI' her divorce she 

still lIsed her consulate contacts whenever she could. From her letter to John and Sunday Reed 

concerning the first Australian inclusion in the Paris Biennial, it is obvious she knew all the art 

journalists and actively promoted her work and others whenever possible.1 55 Today, her 

entrepreneurial skills would have earned her the title of a 'consummate net-worker'. Everyone agreed 

that no-one could work a room like Moya. 

ller integrity, to herself" and to her prospective buying public was also paramount. As her exposure to 

the l110re outrageolls /()rrns of" the avant guttie expanded, the more convinced she became that the path 

of" Modern ism, incorporating aspects or Imrressionisrn and Post-Impressionism was the one she would 

follow. Iler journey through America in 1937 gave her the opportunity to visit galleries in every city 

she visited, and ill New York as she actively sought out the lalest trends in contemporary art, she could 

hardly avoid the Surrealists and Abstract Expressionism. Surrealism as an art movement was born in 

Paris alier the WW I. Its f~lther was Andre Breton, deconstructing his Catholic upbringing and his war 

work in a psychiatric center treating shellshock victims. Sigmund Freud's interpretation of dreams and 

neurosis, coupled with Breton's idea of the madman as oracle was the surrogate mother. 

154 Topliss, IJelen 1:;'01' a discussion on the way in which women artists organised themselves and 
promoted their work sec chapters I. and 2. in A10dernism and Feminisl11:Australian W()men Artists 
19()()-194 O. 
155 During the 1961 Paris Biennale, Dyring's friendship with Roland Pullen, head of the European 
Office for 111C! Age, gave her first hand knowledge of news coverage to Australia. Also, she maintained 
her friendships at the embassy: "I got the Embassy to cable" she wrote to John and Sunday. Oct. 10lh 

, 

1961 



-Page57~ 

Dyring felt the irrational imagery and sadistic violence, particularly to women, was not ali. Her letters 

to the Reeds from New York and later from Paris made it clear she disliked Surrealism and believed the 

artists were perpetrating an unscrupulous rip-off on an unsuspecting art buying public, ready to invest 

in anything new. Her disparaging account of the 1938 Surrealist exhibition in Paris, which she and 

At yeo attended, confirms this. In a later letter to the Reeds aiter the War she states her philosophy that 

ari should contribute to beauty and pleasure, surrounded as she was at the time, by the hardships of 

postwar Europe, the terrible destruction wrought by the bombing raids in London, France and Italy and 

the constant press reports of genocide and dislocation I5
(,. That does not mean she did not appreciate 

many aspects of the more extreme modern trends. 'rhe lyrical humour of the Surrealist Joan M iro and 

the graHiti-like, heavily trowelled 'raw arC of Jean Dubuffet drew her back to the galleries and 

museums time and time again. 

By 1940 the leading proponents of Surrealism in Australia were James Gleeson, Albert Tucker and 

Max Harris. Although from 1932 aspects of de Chirico and the English Surrealism of Edward 

Wandsworth were evident in the work or Eric Thake. 157 Richard Haese in the chapter titled 

'Liberalism and Anarchism', ill his book Rehel,' and Precursors, discusses the debate over Australian 

cultural values which resultcd in deer intellectual and aesthetic division between writers, artists and 

intellectuals. The link between Surrealism, Expressionism and Communism was to manifest itself in 

what was perceived as humanist values and an aesthetic that recorded dispossession and alienation. In 

Melbourne the Social Realists of the War years gave way to the Angry I\mguins, "where a concern fiJr 

I · I' I' I' kid' I .. /' I I'" 15K aest lctlc ratlca Ism was 111 'Ct to a ra Ica critique 0 ClI tllre am soclcty . By 1947 much ofthis 

'Angry Decade', was over with artists scattering to the cultural centers of Eurorc. None of the male art 

historians looking back Oil this reriod mention women, only Joy Hester, in retrospect, could be seen as 

one or the boys. Only the men it secms, had humanist values and only the men were looking around 

them painting what thcy saw. 

From 197'5, feminist literature in the I<>nn or biographies, theses and exhibition catalogues, began to 

redress the balance. beginning with .Ianine Burke's exhibition 'Australian Women Artisls:()ne Hundred 

Ycars 18·IO-/l)·IO. Then in 1981, Mary Eagles and Jan Minchin, writing about the students or George 

Bell and his influence 011 the cmcrgence of Modernism in Melbourne, mentioned that Dyring was 

recording the cale and night-lire scene in Sydney from 1933 to 1936 and many artists had taken notice 

of what she was doing. 

Another young painter away fhllll the f3c11 school who took the modern line was Moya 
Dyring. Iler paintings o/' the mid 1930s, though still figurative, have the torn, ragged looking 
I<mns of Andre Masson and Chaim SOlltine, and her sophisticated cafe and night-Ii Ie subjects 

156 Letter to John and Sunday Reed. 1951 Reed Estate 
157 For a discllssion on SurrealisI11 in Australia see: McCulloch, A. & S. The Enc:vc/opedia (~l 
Australian Arl, Allen and Unwin, 1994, Richard Haese Rehels and Precursors, Allen Lane 198/ 

158 Haese, Richard "The Radical Diaspora' in Rebels and Precursors, P.294 



prepared the way for the cafe themes of Sali Herman, Yvonne Atkinson, Peter Purves Smith 
and Russell Drysdale and the night life subjects of Albert Tucker. 159 

Dyring was never unaware of what was happening around her and her letters arc a constant reminder of 

this. Her painting subjects were drawn (('om the life around her, in Paris it was the people on the 

streets, the homeless that lived under the bridges, the flower sellers and the knife sharpeners, the 

patrons of the sidewalk cafes, the children in the parks and the young mothers with their prams. In the 

country and on the coast it was the ftmners on their carts or in the fields, or the Iisherl1lan cleaning their 

nets that we sec against a backdrop of mediaeval villages. As she travelled through France, Spain, Italy 

and Africa, she recorded what she saw. In this sense she never departed from the way she painted 

before she lell Australia, but her love of nature and her desire to record the change oj'seasons meant 

that trees, Sumlner and Winter. were always part of her landscape. Aller the War, her figurative style 

took second place to the landscape when she started to paint again in France, but when her marriage to 

At yeo broke up and she re-established herself in her new home/studio, she was able to travel more and 

this also became an important influence on her work. Afler 1960 she returned to her figurative style, 

recording children playing in the parks around Paris, she was still travelling at this time but her poorer 

health may have restricted her Illovements. 

Painting to Live; Living to Paint 

By 1950 Dyrillg needed to sell her paintings to live. The small trust fund set lip by her mother had 

been depleted by her studio renovations and post war inflation. She took tourists around Paris showing 

them out of the way places visitors rarely see, taking a drawing pad and pencils with her to give them a 

mornento of their visit and keep up with her drawing practice. She earned her 'pocket money' in this 

way, which enahled her to live on a week to week basis. But she needed to sell her paintings to keep 

her car running and alTOI'd her I~lre to Australia for her exhibitions. Most of her travelling was done 

very cheaply, staying with /I'iends and her routine of" weekends in the country was spent with herll'icnd 

Michael at his parent's home. On her painting trips she usually travelled with one or two other artists 

and onen mallY ll1on:. III olle letters she relates how at least twenty artists are living and painting in the 

tOWIl. 

159 Eagle, M. &J. Minchin The George Bell School, Students, Friends, Influence.~·. 
Deutscher Art Publications, Melbourne. 1981 



3. Oyring 111e Pear Tree, Sell lis, c. 1948(,!) 

Her first major exhibition was held at 20 Brook Street, London in November 1949. She exhibited 

twenty-nine works, showing her recent paintings of shells which she had collected herseH~ or bought 

from flea markets, landscapes and nudes. It was opened by Mr. Norman Mighell, the Acting High 

Commissioner for Australia and received a lot of coverage in the Australian press. The Australian and 

New Zealand Weekly, The Melbourne Age and the Melbourne Sun, all ran articles about Dyring and 

the exhibition. She was interviewed in London by Dick Bentley of the B.B.C. which was played on 

Australian radio on January 12th 1950. Of particular interest to the Australian Press, was her studio in 

Paris, and her well travelled lifestyle. She was generally linked to At yeo as wile of the First Secretary 

at the Australian Embassy although they had separated by that time. Also of interest were the famous 

personalities who attended the opening, such as artist Donald Friend, art patron Mrs. Alleyne Zander, 

artist and designer Loudon Sainthill and the Adelaide photographer Alec Murray. Paul f-/aefliger, 

Australian artist and art critic, wrote a lyrical little piece about the meaning of Paris as the center of the 

art world, as an introduction to the catalogue. Prices for the works ranged from twenty to eighty 

gUlllcas. 

The exhibition was widely reviewed in the London Press and well received by the critics. The 

Scotsman thought her paintings were sincere and commanded respect. Art News and Review wrote: 

These are the work of a fresh mind with a good sense of design and a welcome approach to 
colour. They t(mn a vigorous and refreshing contrast to the rather well-bred, timid painting of 

E I· t . 16() some :~ng IS I women pamters. 

The Pear Tree 1948'1 (Fig. 3.) was in this exhibition and was featured in The Australasian Post which 

. d t' h I 'b' . 161 carne a report 0 . t e ex 11 Itlon. The details of this black and white reproduction taken from the 

1600avid Waring, of Art News and Review, November 1949 
161 nd 

The Australasian Post, March 2 ,1950. p.42-43 
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Post report are very hard to make out, but it appears that the pear tree is in blossom and certainly 

dominates the landscape. It was one of twenty-nine paintings Dyring exhibited in London, typical of 

her impressionistic style landscapes recording the recent painting excursions she had recently 

undertaken into the French countryside. The Post timed its article to coincide with Oyring's Australian 

tour opening in March, 1950. 

This was her first exhibition in Australia since 1937, and started at the David Jones Gallery in Sydney 

in July and then Melbourne in October and November. Dyring did not come to Australia in 1950 for 

these exhibitions, arrangements were made for her Sydney show by Mary Alice Evatt, and on the day 

of the exhibition she and her husband flew from Canberra to open the show at David Jones. The 

Daily Mirror' reviewed the exhibition before it opened and under a heading 'Paintingstrom Paris' 

reported; 

The gaity and colour of Paris are echoed in Moya Oyring's lively exhibition of oils to be 
~ 162 

opened by Mrs. H. V. Evatt. 

4. Oyring Ute COllVellt c.1950 

162The Daily Mirror, Friday June 30th, 1950 
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become a major tourist attraction with daily life taking second place to gawking tourists. 

Early in 1951, an exhibition of Dyring's work was opened at the Marodian Galleries in Brisbane by 

Lady Cilento, whose daughter Margaret was a friend of the artist. The Telegraph praised the artist for 

her "feeling for colour and design, coupled with a directness of attack". The Courier Mail thought her 

work showed freshness of design, sincerity and sensitivity. "Colour is applied delicately to sound 

design. 

The interesting point is that whether the critics liked her or not they all took the trouble to comment on 

her work. In 1950 twelve articles about Dyring appeared in the newspapers or magazines. During 

1953, twenty-four critical comments and general interest articles appeared in all the major newspapers 

throughout the duration of Dyring's exhibitions. In 1956 it was a similar story with eighteen articles of 

either exhibition reviews, social notes or stories appearing in newspapers all over Australia. 

The negative response to the 1950s exhibition came at a time when Australian art, considered in 

retrospect, was in the doldrums. Art was no longer a controversial subject and there was a definite lack 

of social criticism or even social comment, from the Australian artists. As Australia entered a period 

of rapid industrial growth, new wealth, post-war immigration and increased travel opportunities meant 

that information about Europe and America was more immediately accessible. The 'cultural cringe' 

became a national pastime and anything from overseas was welcomed. BCl'I1ard Smith remarked that; 

Art now came to be seen as culture, an adjunct to gracious living. Paintings were rarely 
reproduced Cor their own sake but to be seen behind the heads and hats at exhibitions 
openings ... At the very sight or anything from over the water local art critics were seen to be 
genuflecting everywhereJ(,5 

This general acceptance or anything from Europe and particularly Paris, considered to be the center of 

f~lshion could explain in part why the Press at least turned up to Dyring's exhibitions and also why her 

work sold so well. Even if the critics were less than enthusiastic about her work they always prefaced 

their copy with an eye-catching headline, which drew attention to the fact that the artist was from Paris. 

'Romantic Atmosphere in Paris Scenes' The Age, 1953. 'Artist has Paris Dash' The Sun, 1953, or 

'French Lxhibition is a Great Thing for Australia' 7'l1e Advertise, 1953. Dyring understood her buying 

public well and was very aware or the popularity of romance and sentimentality remarking in 1953 

after the opening night crowd in Sydney purchased eight of her paintings at Macquarie Galleries, 

"'I'] . I' I'k ) . ,,166 lere IS not ll11g I' C nosta gla 

Many comments by the critics were complimentary and were repeated over and over as her paintings 

toured Australia, Her lise of colour, her spontaneous reaction to her subject, the way she captured the 

light obviously appealed to all the critics. 

Her paintings reveal a feeling for colour coupled with a directness of attack", Telegraph, 
1951; or '"Her work is marked for its apparent sincerity and sensitivity, Colour is applied 

165 Smith, B, "Figurative and Non-Figurative' in Australian Painting: 1788-1970 p.291 
166 . th . h J d' 'E . lk' b ' Sydney Morning Herald 19 February 1953. Undert e lea mg veryone IS ta mg a out 
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delicately to sound design. 167 

Personal choice also had a lot to do with the level of reporting, while one might like her restrained 

palette and believe it showed maturity another would say it was monotonous. Most agreed however, 

that the construction of her work was inconsistent and her technique came under constant fire, Dying 

worked quickly and the basic structure of some of her paintings obviously suffered from this. Rigorous 

culling before setting out for Australia might have saved her from the sarcastic comments of some of 

the critics. The overwhelming consensus was that her work suffered from being overly feminine and 

emotional and absolutely under the influence of the male Impressionists, Monet, Renoir, Corot, 

Chardin, DutY and Utrillo, lack of originality being the implicit footnote. Oyring never denied her 

great admiration for these artists or the fact that she literally followed in their footsteps as she travelled 

around France but little mention was made or this or the development of her personal style through 

19508 and early 1960s. In this she was no diffbrent from thc other women painting ancl exhibiting at 

this time, by the end of the fifties women artists were totally ignored. 

The standard of art criticism from 1940 to 1960, according to Bernard Smith, was very poor and 

contributed to the lack or critical debate about contemporary painting during this time. Critics were 

inadequately paid and committed more to cliques than to principles. 

They were not professionals trained to their discipline, but were for the most part ageing 
painters soured by lack of recognition or very vocal young ones clamoring for it. What 
passed for criticism was, like the life of Hobbes's first men, 4 nasty, brutish and short" givcn 
more to taunts and sneers than to enjoyment; hopelessly vitiated by jealousy, hidden loyalties 

161{ 
and personal vendettas. 

Anecdotal evidence from family members suggests that while Dyring was very happy when she 

received positive reviews and annoyed when reviews were bad or mediocre, she was philosophical 

about the fact that she had to take the good with the bad and had little respect for Australian critics 

whom she considered ignorant or overseas trends. But she knew she painted too quickly and that the 

underlying construction of her work suffered because of this, in two letters to John and Sunday Reed 

she mentioned that she was working hard to correct this. Margaret Olley also confirmed this, believing 

that her rarkl execution and the need to capture a moment quickly was Dyring's achiles heel.. But the 

suggestion by one writer that she should study more must have been hurtful as she attended drawing 

classes regularly and worked constantly to improve her technique. Study abroad gave an artist 

professional credibility and this was constantly mentioned as was the fact that Dyring lived in Paris and 

travelled OneIl to paint. Rut for every review or her work, there was just as many discllssing the fact 

that she was a good cook and hostess and that she loved hats and fashion. 

Not that Dyring would have minded this type of exposure, she loved any pUblicity and was obviously 

willing to give interviews and this would have been typical of the sort of information newspaper and 

magazine writers would have wanted to pass on to their female readers during 1950, many of these 

167 Courier Mail, 1951 
168 Smith B. ibid 
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articles were featured on the women's pages. Dyring's cooking and her hospitality in Paris were 

legendary and the most reproduced photograph of her shows her standing in her kitchen cooking and 

talking to friends. Also, exhibitions openings had become a social event, it was more important to be 

seen and perhaps photographed than look at the art. Dyring's openings attracted notice and an article 

about who was there and what they were wearing always appeared in the social pages. 

Influences and Inspiration 

While At yeo 's negative attitude to conservatism and his experimentation with abstraction presented 

Dyring with choices in style and subject that opposed the strict tuition of the National Gallery School, 

it was George Bell who introduced her to a method and theory of art that freed her to pursue a different 

direction. Her early work followed a similar path many of his students took, showing abbreviated 

figure styles and simplified form. (Figs 5 & 6.) The modernism of Cezanne, Picasso and Matisse were 

absorbed along with the techniques of Modigliani, Van Gogh, Dufy and Roult. She embraced Cubism 

early and then went on to study Dynamic Symmetry with Rah Fizelle and Grace Crowley in Sydney. 

Aspects of the early work of Yvonne Atkinson, At yeo, Drysdale, Fairweather, Purves Smith and of 

course the paintings of Bell and Arnold Shore can be seen in the paintings by Dyring done in the 

1930s. The primary forms of Cezanne's cubes, cylinders and cones, the square and rectangle formula 

of dynamic symmetry, Cezanne's patchy colour washes and slashing diagonals and the bland Moise 

Kisl ing faces with doe-J ike eyes, dominate much of the early work of the Bell students and Oyring was 

no exception. Her early work exhibited in Melbourne combined all of this along with experimentation 

of the stained glass technique taught by Shore. Melanctha (Fig. 7.) combined the stained glass 

techniques of Shore, with Crowley and Fizelle's constructivist approach to the designs and precepts of 

Albert Gkizcs and Andre Lhote, called Dynamic Syrnetry.l()9 The ideas of Gliezes , colour, form and 

movement are well illustrated here, which shows that although Dyring thought Fizelle and Crowley 

were 'cold fish' she absorbed their methods. 

16') Albert Gleize's theory taught at the Sydney school ofRah FizeIle and Grace Crowley followed the 
Cubist idea of perceptual form, first by reduction to two dimensional space, second by representing 
objects as solids and third by rotating planes. 
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5. Dyring Drawillg J J I 1932 Ink on paper 
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6 Oyring Drawillg /. c. 1933 Ink on paper 
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7. Dyring Mellllu:tllll 1934 Oil on canvas 011 plywood 
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The paintings of Max Ernst, Georges Braque and Henri Rousseau impressed Dyring when she saw 

their work in New York in ] 937. In Paris she found the paintings of Modigliani 'thriUing' and Pablo 

Picasso; "as brilliant as you would expect". 170 She enrolled at the Calarossie Academy and wrote to the 

Reeds about various experiments she was attempting with her painting; of the ones that worked she 

sent samples to John and Sunday for their comments. She painted every day in her classes and had 

three hours drawing at night. When her family carne to stay she travelled with them and discovered 

places she would return to in the future to paint. 

Her work was still strongly figurative up until this point, but as she began to travel with friends and on 

her own, the landscape started to take over and the figures became smaller. In Paris, The Seine near 

her horne on the I1e St. Louis was a constant subject, (Figs. 8 & 9)~ as were views of Notre Dame, (Fig. 

(0) and the view from her balcony. She loved to swim, preferring to be near water whenever possible 

and she collected shells constantly turning them into still life works, which became so popular she 

could never do enough. Dyring's peripatetic lifestyle, her love of French seaside villages, and the 

many paintings of boats featured in her work, meant she was often compared to Monet. (Fig. 11.) is 

just one example of her paintings or fishing boats. Her interest in the activity of village life, the food, 

wine, clothes, customs and history of each place she visited, had no parallel to themes of leisure that 

the Impressionists pursued as they followed the tourists to the newly created seaside resorts. While 

they spent their weekends recording middle class Parisians swimming and boating, Dyring and her 

fellow artists stayed in the villages for months at a time, getting to know the locals, cooking regional 

food and in Dyring's case trying out local recipes to cook when she got back to Paris. 

This aspect of living and painting has to be considered together to understand the philosophy which 

underpinned Dyring's painting technique. In her work she records her travels and her search for beauty, 

peacc and tranquility aftcr thc turmoil of war and then the breakup and restructuring of her life. In this 

way her paintings can be viewcd as a metaphor for the towns and villages of France, as life slowly 

returns to normal aflcr years of upheaval and deprivation. The social meaning embedded in the 

structures of her art gave appropriate expression to her love of life and humanity and all that meant to 

her. 

170 Letter to John and Sunday Reed, Paris. December 20th 1937. Reed Estate 
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8. Oyring Bridge over tile Riller .Seille c. 1951 

9. Dyring Bridge over 'he River Seille Paintcd bctween 1960 -1963 
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10 Oyring Noire Dame c. 1950 Oil on canVllS 



12.0yring A/ricall Woman 1941 
Pastel 

,""Page 72 '" 

(Fig. 12. and Fig. 13.) would have been completed when Dyring was forced to spend two months 
in South America when the liner Ceramic, on its way to Australia was damaged off the African 
coast. A/rican W()man (Fig. 12.) is the sort of subject that would have caught Dyring's eye and in 
both works she has captured a sense of tranquility and stillness. 

13. Dyring A/ricall Village 1941 
Pastel 



14 Dy.-ing Three.fiJ.:ures t'. 1941 
Oil Oil l'anvas hoard 
(Date at thc top of thc painting is the pun~hasc datc hy lleidc, Muscum of Modern Art) 



t 5. ()yring Street Cafe c.1950? 

16 Dyl"ing IHllisollVictor lIugo c.1951 

The movement or painting phase that influenced Dyring's personal style and her philosophy throughout 

the Forlies and h nics was Fauvism. She would have been introduced to elements of Fauvist 

techniques and colour at the Bell school, particularly as found in the work of Matisse, Dufy and 

Cezanne. Dyring' s techn ique or ragged forms and abbreviated figure style, coupled with her 



17. nyr·ing Playgroulld at Fair/II11'ell iJeadl 

She described the cobblestones orVence as 'ochre-grey against the son green olive trees' 

And in the Bretone area of Pont Avon: 

I see everything here in green, blue/grey and black and white triangles. The colour is singing 
and such a contrast to the South where the light seems to obliterate colour, here there are 
blue/grey skies, green pines, reaceful water and rickets blue boats, with black sardine fishing 
nets hung over masts to dry.17. 

18. Oyring Drying the Nets 1951 Oil on Canvas 

She preferred the soft light in France, finding the light in Australia too bright, but that did not stop her 

173 Letter to John and Sunday Reed, June lOth 1952. Pont Aven. Reed Estate. 
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painting whenever she made her trips to Australia. (Fig. 17.) was painted at Fairhaven, Victoria and 

there is a stark contrast between the soft hue of the boat harbour at Pont Avon (Fig.I8.) and the 

startling blue of the sea starkly visible against the dark pine and palm trunks on the cliff overlooking 

Fairhaven beach. In this painting as in so many of Dyring's works the use of orange or red takes the 

eye straight into the landscape and highlights a strong diagonal or horizontal statement. 

In 1956 Dyring and Margaret Olley travelled and painted together along the Queensland coast and 

(Pig. 19.) shows Olley in the doorway of their rented house. Coming to Australia for her 1960 

exhibition gave Dyring the opportunity to attend the wedding of John Williams the son of her sister 

Rosa and as a present to John and Lucy, Dyring painted their new property 'Shockaroo' (Fig. 20) 

which they moved into aller their wedding in November. While Dyring was in the area she painted 

other homesteads, (Figs.21 & 22.) In 1960 she also painted View across ,)}n/ney Harhour to the 

Construction (~(the Opera Ilouse, which she gave to Peter Evatt and his new wife Pauline. (Fig. 23.) 

She painted few still life subjects apart Ii'om shells in the early years, and flower paintings were rare, 

although descriptions of' llowers dominated her letters. In 1953 only one or two were included in each 

exhibition, but by 1963 her paintings of' Ilowers and chi Idren with their mothers playing in parks 

around Paris became a dominant theme of the works she exhibited in Australia. Perhaps this was 

19. Dyring Margaret Olley, c./957 

partly because she was unwell by this time and 

painted closer to home, although as the catalogue 

names or her paintings indicate, she was still 

travelling. Flowers were mentioned so onen it 

would have been surprising if slle had not painted a 

few but in her early work flowers seemed to be part 

of the landscape as in the works of Monel's !lousC!, 

(Fig. 24) and the View./i'of11 the Siudio (Fig. 25.) 

rather than still lite subjects. Iler later llower 

studies arc subtley balanced against neutral 

backgrounds (Figs.26 & 27) indicate a knowledge 

and love of her subject in the line detail and 

judicial lise of' colour as she places particular 

emphases on each Iloral variety. 



20. Dyring S/wckamo. C.1960 
Oil on composition board 

21. Dyring Albury f/omesteal[,1960 
Watercolour 



22. Oyring Burt/uma c.1960 

23. Dyring View Across Sydney Harbour to the Construction (~r tlte Opera House c.1960 
Oil on composition board 



24. Dyring MOllet's Garden c. 1951 
Oil on canvas 

25.Dyring View from the StUl/iO 
Oil on canvas 



26.0yring ,-Will Life: Flowers 
Oil on board 

27.0yring Vase of Flowers 
Oil on board 

While these still life paintings appear to usher in a different phase of Oyring's lite it was her \960's 

paintings of children that indicated a changing trend in her technique and style. At this point her work 
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veered away from the ideas and influences she had absorbed all her life and became uniquely her own. 

Dyring loved children and her inability to have any of her own was a lifelong source of sadness to her. 

She drew all of her nieces and nephews as babies, and was often asked by friends to draw their 

children. Many of her paintings depicted children playing, riding bikes, walking with their parents they 

were always part of the landscape of Paris or village life. But in 1960 her work took a on a different 

focus when she began to paint little children with their mothers or nannies, playing in the parks and 

gardens around Paris. Children playing against the background of changing seasons became the theme. 

Mary Cassat painted mothers with their children from 1875 when she arrived in France from America, 

until her death in 1926. From 1870 Berthe Morisot painted women and children strolling through the 

meadows in the countlysidc or in the gardens of their country homes. But these depictions were 

serious and formal interactions betwecn mother and child. When they played they were well-dressed, 

subdued and well behaved. Dyring's mothers were part of the liberated sixties with short skirts and 

bee-hive hairstyles. '['he children rode bikes and tricycles, one with trainer wheels, and scooters. In 

winter they are well rugged up against the cold with coats and jumpers, hats, boots and warm pants. In 

(Fig.28) the cold can almost be felt as the wind whistles through the stick like trecs, a man walk past in 

the middle ground in a heavy coat and bowler hat and a woman sits on the ground with the fur collar 

pulled up on her thick coat. (Fig. 29) shows the same spot on a hot summers allernoon, now the mum 

in the foreground wears sandals and the children have bare legs, both have been painted in the heart of 

Paris in the Tuiliery Gardens, with the Champs Elysees at one end and the Louvre Museum, at the 

other. 

28 Oyring Chiltiren in tile Park ill Willter c.1958 



29. Dyring Children ill the Park ill Summer, c. 1959 

30. DYRING Mothers with their Prams 1962 



31. Childrell Fi .... hing c.1959 

Oil on canvas 

The parks of Paris were the only place to play for children living in apartment buildings around the 

Champs Elysees, the only place apart from the strects, for mothers to push their prams. In (Fig. 30) the 

mothers settle their babies at the entrance to the park while children run ahead, blending into the path, 

becoming part of their recreational landscape. The tranquility of (Fig. 31 & 32.) suggest a rural 

location and were probably painted on the weekends whcn Dyring stayed with friends out of Paris. 

There arc no jarring notes in these paintings as there are in the ones painted in Paris, just a quiet 

harmony or colour rellecting a slower, more relaxed way or lile. The Ih:netic pace of Paris is absent 

here as the mother reads her book and children play, or fish in the lake. The dog asleep at the woman's 

feet is probably Dyrings spaniel, and the random garden chairs, white tablecloth and water jug on the 

table, indicates a private garden. 
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These final paintings, particularly the last two (Fig. 32 and Fig. 33.) reflect the artist's life of town and 

country, weekdays spent in Paris and weekends in the country, with their inherent contrasts as soon, 

seen through the activities of children. Drying would never have described herself as a psychological 

painter but there had to be a connection for her between artistic and personal identity, she could never 

divorce her art practices from own experience and self-awareness. She was an intuitive artist who 

strove for an intellectual approach which she described as: "needing to have a combination of technical 

and spiritual.,,174 Merry-Gu-Round (Fig. 33.) embodies all of this. Her love of children is evident in 

this painting and also the cultural imagery of the 1960s that places women in the park watching over 

their children. The facades of apartments and office blocks in the background are viewed through the 

bare winter foliage but the greyness of winter indicated in the monochrome of the buildings and trees is 

offset by the burst of colour in the playground. Yet, even in all the frenzy of activity there is a quiet 

moment reflected in pale tones in the right hand corner. Two little girls whisper and play together, a 

little toddler holds her mother's hand. 

Dyring never had children and at this stage of her life would have known that motherhood was not an 

option, so perhaps she was drawn to the playgrounds to share part of her day with little children, as she 

shared a special bond with all her nieces and nephews. But this was a women's world, men walked 

through on their way to work or worked on the garden beds but only mothers, nannies or grandmothers 

inhabit Dying's paintings. On one hand this appears to represent a complete departure from the way 

she lived her life. On the other it represents a woman who had many facets to her personality and 

talent, a woman who moved easily between changing landscapes. 

Conclusion 

A quote from Rozsika Parker at the beginning of this section points out that an understanding of the 

way in which women artists are recorded is crucial to the definition of art and artists in our society. 

Oyring's work and her life were never ignored during her lifetime, her exhibitions were consistently 

reported by the press, her bohemian lifestyle, party giving and cooking commented on and she was 

constantly called upon for a quote on the latest modern movement or fashion. Yet, because Oyring's 

art was never taken seriously, her role as a modernist and as a unique interpreter of the landscape in a 

modernist form was never acknowledged. Her early notoriety in Melbourne and the part she played in 

the lives of John and Sunday Reed, never translated into ongoing recognition in spite of the fact that 

many of the art writers and historians of the forties and fifties were her personal friends, opened her 

exhibitions, stayed with her in France and enjoyed her hospitality. She literally dropped out sight in 

relation to her art, yet her memory remains as a warm, loving personality to so many people. 

174 Letter to John and Sunday Reed. 1952 Reed Estate 
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Her personal idiosyncratic response to the French and Australian landscape was emotive and intuitively 

responsive, quickly expressed in rapid brushstrokes. She celebrated the changes of seasons, always 

writing about them to the Reeds, and imagining what was happening in Australia while she related to 

them what she was seeing around her, recording what she was experiencing in her singular way. Also 

she was a strategic player in her own art production, a modern, sophisticated woman who travelled and 

conversed easily, wrote about and painted everything that took her fancy, painting as she wrote, 

impulsively and quickly with eloquence and brio. While her work was strongly defined by her early 

days with Bell, the work of Cezanne and the Fauves, distinctive styles and themes emerged which 

remain uniquely her own, as does her advocacy, love and friendship for her fellow artists. Today 

history remembers her as a great friend and mentor and that, rather than her art, has become the 

hallmark of her life. While this is a legacy to be proud of it is time for her to take her place with the 

other women artists oCher generation who have finally stepped back into the light. 

***************************** 
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