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Kemp’s paintings have the stench of an abattoir; the flesh she depicts is lifeless, barren – a reflection of the artist, no doubt.

Norman Lindsay

I can only iterate my disgust. Kemp’s pictures are vulgar and contemptible. She desecrates all men who fought for this country with her filthy smears and blobs.

Captain R.J. Henshaw

We are talking about the banal here. I’d hate to have her cook my dinner.

Xavier Herbert

If Kemp has talent, she’s squandered it on these nasty depictions.

James Stuart MacDonald, Director, National Art Gallery of New South

Wales 1928–1936


PART I


1.

Tell it like it’s the truth

Winter 1914

It was my father who started it. That’s what I called him – not Dad or Pa or Dada or the Old Man but my father, Lionel Kemp. It was my father who dragged me up that flight of stairs. I grabbed hold of the railing and refused to budge but he twisted the lobe of my ear and caught my fist in his hand when I tried to punch him.

‘If he wants your clothes off, then he wants them off.’

The place stunk of cats, Lysol and turps, and there was the crack of my wrist bending backwards. I wouldn’t take off my clothes. I wouldn’t stay where I didn’t want to be. I spat and clawed and called him a mongrel then tripped in the dark over a loose board on the step. My father hauled me up the last of the stairs onto the landing by the nape of my neck then positioned his mouth close to my ear.

‘Do you understand?’ he hissed.

He opened a door and shoved me into a light-filled room. I made a holy racket falling onto the floor, followed by my father, who cursed as he stepped over the threshold and lifted his foot, aiming a kick in my direction.

‘Enough. I’m working.’

I rolled onto my knees to see who’d spoken. It was an old man, outlined against a large window, frayed hair wafting across his head. I crawled backwards, putting distance between me and my father.

My father dropped his foot to the ground, pulled his hat from his head and frowned. ‘Are you Max Jenner?’

The old man nodded.

‘I was told to come after three. I was told you’d pay to have her sit for you.’

‘No. No children.’

‘She’s thirteen.’

‘Ten. I’m ten.’

My father glared at me. A warning. I felt behind me for the wall then slid sideways, angling myself to get a better look at the old man, dressed in his smock daubed with paint.

‘I was told–’

‘You were told wrong.’

There was a clear space around the door but the rest of the room was full of clutter. I crept to the left, past an easel that had a tall chair perched in front of it, then moved to the far wall where two card tables had been pushed together and stacked with paint tubes and brushes, glass jars, torn envelopes, piles of books both open and shut, bits of wood covered in skinny runnels of paint, string, knives, spatulas, three peacock feathers in a vase, an apothecary cabinet, pieces of broken glass and a scattering of threepences and sixpences lurching from crevices as if someone had emptied their pockets.

My father approached the man – Max Jenner – his head jerking back and forth like a rooster’s. ‘I was told to bring her.’ He poked Max in the ribs.

‘And now you’re being told to take her away.’

‘Not empty-handed I won’t.’

There was a fireplace opposite the window, a gramophone on a side table and canvasses everywhere, portraits: a man in uniform, a woman in a hat piled with roses, another of a woman I would come to know, Constance Mawson, but hers was a different type of painting to the others. She was naked and soft and draped across a divan with a bowl of water on the floor beside her dangling foot. The divan was covered in cushions and throws and only a step away. If I hid behind it I’d get a good view of the fight, but I figured the table was a safer bet and settled beneath it, finding cobwebs, a fallen sixpence and the raised hind legs of a pig-rooting horse drawn in pencil just above my head. A sign, I thought, and touched it for luck.

‘We are not barbarians.’ Max Jenner’s voice brought me back to the fight.

My father, who was a barbarian, landed a blow, underestimating what lay beneath the smock. The punch glanced off the old man’s middle. In reply Max Jenner clenched his fist, pulled it to his shoulder, then lunged forward with all his weight. My father’s head snapped back. His hand rose to his nose and came away bloody. That’s all it took. My father turned on his heel and left through the open door.

Max Jenner moved to the window and opened it. Sounds rose like steam from the street below, a horse pulling up short, a distant brass band on a recruitment march, a ‘hi-ho rabbit-oh’.

‘He’s gone.’

I fingered the fallen sixpence, poked at a hardened lump of paint.

‘I said he’s gone.’ The old man looked over his shoulder in my direction. ‘And you’ll be the worse for it if I have to drag you out from under that table.’

I doubted that, I could outrun an old man any day, but came out all the same and stood in front of a book opened at a diagram of a body that was split in half like a peach. A dark yellow line meandered over the figure like an unfurling vine. Only my eyes touched the page. I kept my hands behind my back as I leaned over it, pondering the workings of ‘The Sympathetic Nervous System’. Max Jenner stepped in beside me and slammed the book shut. I shifted away from the table and stood beside a portrait instead. The one of the woman draped over the divan. I heard the sigh behind me, ‘I’ll draw you a picture,’ Max Jenner said ‘to take with you.’

‘I can draw my own picture.’

He laughed but found a piece of charcoal and opened a sketchbook at an empty page. Crouching on the floor I sketched his head and shoulders giving him the face of a rat.

Max picked up the sketchbook and examined what I’d drawn. ‘You’ve had lessons?’

Nan had taught me, using the soot from the stove. I could have said that but I didn’t see why I should.

‘But you draw?’

I looked down at the floor.

‘What about home, where’s that?’ Max Jenner’s voice was calm but his eyes were watchful like the rat in my sketch.

‘Surry Hills.’ The answer was automatic.

‘I want you here twice a week. Tuesdays and Saturdays, after three.’

‘I’m not sitting for you.’ I stood.

‘To clean my brushes and palettes, mix my paints, sweep the floor, clean the windows and get rid of unwanted visitors.’ I waited for him to give me my drawing, but he closed the sketchbook and returned with it to the window.

‘And you’ll pay me, not my father?’

‘It has nothing to do with your father.’

There was a small picture on the card table, a sketch of a dog, running as if it were on the chase. I tried to see how it was done.

‘Saturday.’ Max looked across the room.

I bent over the dog. It was the ears. That’s what made it look fast.

‘Take that and go.’ He waved his hand, shooing me away like a fly.

Rolling the picture into a cylinder, I shoved it up my sleeve for safekeeping then shut the door behind me, spending unearned wages as I descended the stairs, tripping on the loose board in the dark. Bananas, peaches, a good coat for Nan, tea in a cafe, cinema tickets. Out on the street I searched for other workers, women who had a job as good as mine: typists, girls who worked in cafes, factories, haberdasheries. But it was the wrong time of the day and I was almost alone. I stopped at a shopfront to look at a display of books and stationery. The blur of a pedestrian reflected in the plate glass window as he stood beside me. A man in a dark suit whose sleeve touched my hand

‘See something you like?’ The cloth of his suit smelled of Christmas pudding and was soft against my skin.

I shook my head and took off, running until I reached Samuel Street, with its scabby terraces of sandstone and weatherboard and iron, and balconies that looked like eyelids slumbering above the backyard patches of dirt. And then I saw Alice Cooney, mouth open, running towards me with an outstretched hand that touched my shoulder before I could escape. ‘You’re it.’

Arms wide, I tried to catch bodies as they scattered along the narrow pavement in front of me, out of reach. They stood like fence posts, waiting for my next move. Dulcie’s mum called for her to come inside but she stayed put until her mother pounded across the street to fetch her, hand raised, face crushed by anger. Dulcie scampered off, fast like a rabbit, wailing as if her mother’s hand had already found her.

Alice Cooney’s brother, Hugh, jogged past dragging his billycart, off to collect wood and fittings from a vacated tenement. We streamed in a flurry behind him, running to get there before it was picked clean, passing a barrow merchant calling, ‘Turnips, potatoes, parsnips.’

‘Meat pies, bullseyes, bananas,’ Hugh called back, trailing his fingers along the side of the barrow.

‘Oi, get off with you.’ The barrowman scooped up a roll of horse dung and flung it in our direction.

At the tenement, I found a shoe, just the one. Phil wanted it. So I swapped it for a notepad that had In the Field and YMCA stamped on each page beside an inverted red triangle and a map of Australia.

I stuck the notepad down the front of my dress, put my arm across my chest so it wouldn’t fall through, then ran home, stopping at the fruiterer’s on the way.

Home was a three-storey tenement with a faded green door that opened onto a hall and a stairway that led to the rest of the lodgers’ rooms. Nan and I were permanent tenants and lived on the ground floor. I would have liked to live in the attic room, because of the angled roof and the window which got the sun, but Nan would never have managed the stairs. I headed to the end of the hallway and our door on the right which rattled as soon as you got close to it. The door opened onto a square room that held two chairs, a side table, a tallboy and a bed behind a curtained off section.

‘Muriel?’ Nan heard me come in. ‘Where’s your father?’

I shook my head. ‘Gone.’ I let the notepad fall to the floor and slid it to the side with my foot, placing the picture of the dog next to it and weighing it down with the night pot to unroll the curl.

‘What have you got there?’ Nan asked.

‘A picture. I’ll show you after tea.’ Nan lowered herself into her chair, eyes on my face in the dim light.

‘And how’d it go with the other?’

‘He said I was too young.’

Nan didn’t look surprised. My father’s most reliable scheme for making a quid was to turn up on pension day. Nan always gave him something.

I removed the purchase from the fruiterer’s which I’d pushed up my spare sleeve. ‘Which hand?’ I stood in front of Nan, arms behind my back. She tapped my right elbow and I pulled both fists from behind me, opening them to reveal an orange in each hand.

‘You didn’t get those from your father.’

‘I found sixpence.’

‘They’ll do for pudding.’

She got up to light the lamp then went into the kitchen to cut the damper, spreading the jam thick the way I liked it. The other lodgers mostly did their cooking on a gas ring in their rooms so we had the kitchen to ourselves, although we shared the scullery and the laundry and the dunny with its leaking cistern, and the stunted tree out in the yard. Nan said it was peach, though it never bore fruit.

After tea, I curled up in the bed next to Nan and told her about the man and his smock and the canvasses. She scratched as the bugs crawled from the ticking, which they did no matter how much we doused the mattress with kerosene.

‘He paints pictures of people?’

‘The room was full of them.’ I thought of the woman with her leg dangling beside the water and the sketch of the dog, which I’d placed with my other keepsakes in a hatbox in the tallboy.

‘And your father thought he might want to paint you?’

‘For practice.’

‘It sounds like he gets all the practice he needs.’ She shook her head. ‘But he’s given you a job.’

‘Cleaning his brushes and mixing his paints.’

‘You’d like that – being around all those pictures?’

‘Yes, and he said he’d pay me.’

‘Then we won’t tell your father.’

•

I was not uneducated, no matter what Max Jenner thought. I’d learned the basics at school, then taught myself to read on Bookstall novels when I could get them or thrown out newspapers that had been left behind or blew in scraps along the gutters.

Max piled his papers up against the wall and thought nothing of it. On that first day in 1914, he asked me to clean his windows using the Herald dipped in a bucket of metho and water. We argued about it. Not because I didn’t want to do it, I knew how to work, but because he caught me shoving folded pages up the sleeve of my jumper.

‘Put them back,’ he roared as if I was about to steal one of his sop-eyed portraits. ‘Let me make this clear, Miss Kemp, I will not have you scrounging from my supplies to supplement your own.’

I pulled the crumpled pages from my sleeve then looked at his pile – a good decade’s worth of dusty print. I understood all right. I shoved my tongue in my cheek to stop myself from talking back and returned the bits of paper to the stack. I didn’t want to give him any reason to set against me. Because of the wages, you understand. The other thing, the painting, hadn’t got hold of me yet. I picked up the bucket and took it outside to empty and Max seemed all right by the time I got back.

‘You can go for the day,’ he said and I stuck out my hand for my money which made him laugh.

‘I earned it, didn’t I?’ I was angrier about him laughing than I was about the newspaper.

It was dark when I left the studio. I ran in the direction of home but it was later than I thought and I had to bang on the door of the butcher’s. He was closing, but let me in when I showed him the coin through the window.

‘Two sausages,’ I told Alice Cooney who had caught up with me under the arc of a light on Campbell Street.

‘I might get a job too,’ she said.

‘It’s all good getting one but I nearly lost mine today because I pinched a bit of newspaper from a stack the old codger never reads.’

‘Like the charity women from the church.’

‘At least they give you things.’

‘Not even a bag of flour if there’s so much as a half bottle of grog in your cupboard or anything but pious looks on everyone’s faces.’

‘Pious?’

‘I don’t know. Mum slapped me when I asked them. But we’re meant to be that and reformed which means better for having met them. Why don’t you try that with the old bloke?’

‘Pious?’

‘Reformed.’

When I returned on the Saturday, my first job was to scrape a sticky glug of a mess from the back of a chair. I tried to look reformed as I did it, but Max took no notice. As it was, he barely looked my way at all over the next few months, other than to tell me what he wanted done and to leave my money on the corner of the table. If he had a customer sitting for a portrait when I arrived he’d often send me home, then there’d be no money at all and nothing to make up for it.

After months of silence the newspapers became an issue again when Max caught me leaning over them to sneak a quick read.

‘Don’t think I’m unaware,’ he said, ‘that you’re taking copies from the middle of the pile.’

Petty, Nan would have called him, to be so concerned about scraps from his cast-off dailies.

‘It’s not as if I’m lining my shoes with them. I bring them back as good as I found them.’

‘Don’t think I haven’t noticed that too. You could have saved yourself a lot of trouble, Miss Kemp, if you’d explained you only wanted to read them.’

•

‘I don’t like him,’ I told Nan when I got home.

‘Why’s that, lovey?’

‘He runs hot and cold.’

‘There’s lots of people like that. You’ve just got to live your life despite them.’ She edged herself into her chair. I took my position opposite, unfolding the paper and finding the right page.

‘So, what have you brought me today?’

‘January 1912.’ I looked up. ‘It’s got the second part of that serial we started last week.’ Nan loved a good serial. ‘I could teach you,’ I said. ‘Then you could read all you want.’

‘Hmmph. I would, if my eyes were good enough. But then I’d miss this.’ She patted my hand. ‘It’s the best part of the day.’

For all Max did or thought he did during those early years, it’s Nan who deserves credit for me being a good draftsman. Nan, with her uncanny ability to recreate any image she ever saw.

‘There’s nothing in it,’ she’d say. ‘It’s just copying.’

It was a game for us, even then, when I was ten nearly eleven. She’d draw a face, or a horse, or a tram using a stick in the soot that settled around the stove, or if she had a stub of pencil and the empty back page of a Bookstall novel she’d draw something as big as the jam factory.

‘There.’ She’d hand me the stub of pencil or the stick or whatever she was using. ‘Your turn.’

I’d put a wobble in the face, wings on the horse or draw a fire burning the factory. The game was to change the picture as much as I could from Nan’s chocolate box image to my own concoction.

‘That’s the real trick,’ Nan encouraged. ‘To change what you see.’

Max Jenner did not agree. It was months before he gave me a sketchpad and set me half an apple to draw. I decided to show him just how good I was and sketched the beginnings of a tree emerging from the apple’s seed. I improved on a bottle he set me too, sitting it in a billycart as if it were steering it down a hill. I filled pages, unasked, with sketches of safety pins and ads for beauty creams, covering the faces of the models with rashes and boils. I drew automobiles and aeroplanes, pictures of men fighting, women combing nits out of their hair, kids playing in the street and when I’d filled the sketchpad, I asked for another one. Max leafed through its pages, wearing that beady look of his.

‘You’ll get another when you show me you can take direction.’

‘To where?’ I asked, not understanding what he wanted from me.

‘When I set you a task you are to replicate what you see. Not add these fanciful imaginings.’

‘You think they’re no good?’

‘The skill is to draw what’s in front of you.’

I’d been with Max for nearly a year before he trusted me with another sketchbook. The apple came out again – a full one this time. I copied it as best I could and Max showed me how to adjust the lines so that it looked more like the apple in front of me, than the one in my head.

The drawing tasks were repetitive, boring. What kept me going was the hidden sketchpad. I didn’t pinch the thing. It was old and yellow and at the very bottom of one of Max’s piles. I kept it behind the apothecary cabinet so that if he ever asked I could truthfully say that it had been there the whole time. I would draw my apple for Max then draw another in my hidden book, withered, inedible. I stayed back after Max had gone, came in on days that I wasn’t meant to be there, found another sketchpad, not so old or yellowed and drew whatever I chose. In the meantime, I aimed to please Max by doing what he asked. I wanted to stay at the studio by then, with all those supplies.

By the time 1917 crept up I’d been part of Max’s studio for three years but was still at school. ‘And learning nothing,’ I told Nan, complaining about the shared desks, lack of books and fact that I now had to teach the younger kids instead of learning anything new, but Nan didn’t want the truant officer on her back.

‘You’ll stay till you’re fourteen.’ There were no buts once Nan decided something.

My father, who might have approved of me leaving to earn an income was nowhere to be seen. He didn’t visit for months at a time. Even if he was dossing somewhere nearby we rarely saw him. Nan, ever optimistic, thought it a good sign that he didn’t come around looking for handouts. ‘He must be doing well, for himself,’ she said. ‘Maybe he’s joined up.’ I couldn’t picture my father in uniform abiding by rules, but there were worse than him keen to join up.

Talk of the war made Max Jenner irascible. He was fervent about its politics. It became his favourite topic with the well-to-do men in uniform who commissioned portraits from him. And there was his friend Cyril Sandford, a landscape painter who was all for the war and loved to orate on the immigration debate and Australia’s obligation to back the empire. I made tea on the gas ring while Cyril and Max talked, and cut up the hard, little rock cakes that Cyril’s wife sent along with him, trying not to listen to their tedious banter.

On a day when the news wasn’t good and they couldn’t stomach the floury little slabs, I picked them up a bottle or two from the sly groggers. They turned out to be cranky drunks, both of them. Their voices pitched up and down and their conversation veered from war to art, somehow linking the two together.

‘And what do you think Miss …’ Cyril asked as if he’d only that moment noticed my presence.

‘Muriel.’

‘Miss Muriel. How do you think art,’ he swept the room with his hand encompassing Max’s canvasses, ‘contributes to our understanding of the war?’

‘Leave her out of this, Cyril.’

‘The horse’s mouth? You can’t say you’re not curious.’

I’d listened to Cyril’s tripe, thinking smug thoughts. Max noticed.

‘You have something you’d like to add to the discussion Miss Kemp?’ Both sets of eyes were on me.

I should have said no, but instead looked at Cyril and said, ‘As all good artists can only paint what they see, you, me and Mr Jenner have no chance of understanding the war.’

Cyril raised an eyebrow but it was Max who replied, his voice low, controlled. ‘This little scrap thinks her talent for drawing and interpretation far exceeds yours and mine, Cyril.’

‘What do you dror Miss Muriel?’ Cyril exaggerated the vernacular then sneered. ‘Pretty little flowers and bows?’

‘Miss Kemp’s work is best seen I think.’

I had enough wits to know that you can’t reason with drunks and decided it was time to leave. What stopped me was the noise of the easel crashing to the floor as Max stood up, and the command in his voice. ‘Fetch your sketchbook Miss Kemp.’

Despite Max’s orders, I had no intentions of fetching anything. I folded my arms across my chest and didn’t move. Max stumbled across the room to find the book for himself but tripped over the fallen easel, breaking his fall with his elbow. ‘You will get your sketches.’ He didn’t raise his voice but he may as well have.

I stomped over to the table. ‘No,’ he pointed to the apothecary cabinet, ‘those ones.’

So he knew. A buzz went through me.

‘Get them,’ Max repeated.

There was nothing for it. I pulled out one of the sketchbooks from behind the cabinet and let it fall open onto a crude sketch of a cavalry horse standing upright on its hind legs like a human. The horse, sword in its hoof, was not only lunging forward but had found its mark. The blade having being thrust through the khaki middle of a commissioned officer’s torso. I held the sketch up as if I were the teacher’s pet.

‘As you can see, Cyril,’ Max pointed a wobbly hand. ‘Miss Kemp is undeniably one of the greats.’

Cyril laughed, choking, hiccuping and spluttering. So sodden he couldn’t stop. Ripping the page from the sketchpad, I tore it in half then ran all the way from Darlinghurst to Surry Hills, back to Nan. The door rattled as I pushed through it into the square room with its dim unpaintable light and its damp mouldy smell. It seemed different.

‘What is it, lovey?’ Nan asked as I stood and looked around the room.

‘Nothing,’ I said, because I couldn’t explain.

•

I expected Max to toss me out after that, but instead he made me work harder, extending my duties to include stretching and priming the canvasses, buying art supplies and helping him prepare for his portraits. He began to set me more complicated sketching tasks – hands which I found difficult to master and ears, for which I received little praise. He sent me home with a book he’d ordered from abroad on shading and I returned with lists of words and techniques I didn’t understand and pestered Max about what they meant and how to say them until he allocated me a few minutes of his time.

I was apprenticed, that’s how I saw it. I dared anyone to say I wasn’t, but no one denied it to my face. Other artists, I mean. Established ones like Max and Cyril who had studios and tried to make a living from their work. Not that they bothered with me. They had their own apprentices to worry about. Boys too young to enlist, taken on to learn the trade. I knew them all by sight. Some too serious about their careers to acknowledge me and others willing to talk as long as I did the listening.

‘But you’re as good as them?’ Alice Cooney was fascinated by the whole idea of painting.

‘Of course I am.’ We walked beside the Sunday closed shops with Alice pointing out everything she’d buy if she had the money.

‘Then does it matter if they don’t talk to you?’

‘It’s not that I care about.’

‘Well then?’

‘Their work gets looked at. Mine doesn’t.’

‘But yours will?’

‘Being good isn’t as important as being noticed.’

‘You’ll have to be both then.’ Alice nodded, pointing to an upright piano that she liked the look of.

•

I drew the way Max wanted me to and learned everything he was able to teach until I was better than any of the other apprentices and young artists that lived around Sydney, but I was still ignored. Karl James, a protégé of the portrait artist Doug Adams, pretty much admitted it the day he came to the studio rubbing his hands and bemoaning the fact he was about to get his backside kicked because he couldn’t paint anything worth his salt. This was after the war, in 1919. I’d left school by then and was now at the studio full-time. More than full-time.

‘This game’s not for me, not for me at all,’ Karl said. He was right, he couldn’t paint for tuppence and I was sick of him going on about it. I’d just finished working on a small canvas and was wiping the excess paint from my brushes and keen to get rid of him.

‘You’re wasting your time you know.’ He looked at my work and shook his head. ‘I mean it’s good enough. But that’s not the point is it? You’ll be gone in a couple of years.’

‘What do you mean, gone?’

‘Married with kids and all that palaver. In the meantime here you are taking up a spot that could be filled by somebody who’s serious about the whole thing.’

‘Like you?’

‘Yes, like me.’

‘A moment ago you said this game wasn’t for you.’

‘It’s not. I’m giving it up to become a writer. But I am serious. That’s the point.’

I went to the other side of the room on the pretext of looking for my sketchbook. I figured if Karl didn’t have an audience, he’d just go away. I got caught up though watching a slant of light as it fell across the floor. I kicked at the dust, watching the floating motes, then picked up a pencil and tried to capture what I saw. By the time I thought of Karl again, he’d gone and so had my painting.

I had to tell Max. He insisted on knowing what happened to the task he’d set and I was not a good liar back then. He was angry with me, not Karl.

‘For not protecting your work. If you don’t value it nobody else will.’

‘Karl valued it.’

‘That little rogue’s appreciation is not a recommendation.’

‘No, but it’s not as if I’m without possibilities. Karl won’t be the only one.’

The tight, watchful look was back. Max and his rat’s face. ‘There is no guarantee in this life, Miss Kemp, of anything.’
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