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When Lina Bryans first knocked on the door of Darebin 
Bridge House in 1940 and encountered Miss Plante, she 

stood on the threshold of a new era in her life. The offer of a 
room to rent came at a fateful time. Bryans had moved beyond 
the first exhilarating years of painting and needed to establish 
a more secure base than her city studio, and a home for her son 
Edward. Darebin had the advantage of being within a bus-ride 
of town and not too remote from the stimulus of cosmopolitan 
life, yet almost in the country. Here was a path to follow, nearer 
nature, its earthiness, its seasons and landscape, which was her 
greatest inspiration. Bryans accepted the offer, seeing it as both 
a liberation and an opportunity. She did not, however, relin-
quish her city studio completely until 1942.

Ada May Plante had chosen Darebin in the spirit of continu-
ing a late nineteenth-century tradition of painting en plein air 

CHAPTER THREE

Darebin Bridge 
House and the Art 
Establishment 
1940–1945

We only have
one life! You
have to fill it!
After all, we
want to leave

something
behind.
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Justus Jorgensen’s Montsalvat thrived at Eltham, and John and 
Sunday Reed settled at Heide near Heidelberg. Norman Mac-
george and his wife May had lived since 1911 across the river 
from Darebin at Fairy Hills, Ivanhoe. These semi-rural areas 
still had an  arcadian feeling; the outer suburbs and country of-
fered freedom and creative opportunity.

DAREBIN BRIDGE HOUSE

Plante first rented a room at Darebin Bridge House in about 
19341, the year Heidelberg was proclaimed a city. Described 
as ‘a perfectionist, shy and intensely private’,2 she was in her 
mid-sixties when Bryans met her, living austerely in seclu-
sion. She was the first of the Melbourne modernists at Darebin 
Bridge House. The old hotel was owned by Mr G. Gay, who had 
bought it in 1927 as a rooming house. Its history reflected the 
economic times of Darebin. It had operated as a licensed hotel 
from 1845, when David Bowman was granted the first licence.3 
It was closed as a hotel in 1922, and had been variously the 
home of Chinese market gardeners growing fruit and vegeta-
bles on the Darebin Creek flats, and a Chinese laundry, before 
being converted into a rooming house.

Architecturally styled Tasmanian-Georgian, by the 1930s it 
was one of the few remaining early colonial buildings of Hei-
delberg. Built as a coaching inn to serve travellers on the way 
to the gold diggings, it was a two-storeyed residence with a 
basement, the massive stone and rubble walls on the ground 
floor measuring two-thirds of a metre thick and the windows 
deeply em brasured. Its austere grey stone facade and simple 
front verandah, softened by white daisy bushes, faced Heidel-
berg Road.4

Shadows and dust filled the old hotel when Bryans arrived. 
Others renting there were an old-age pensioner, Mr Pratt, and 
a family who lived downstairs.5 Bryans brought a new energy 
to Darebin, first decorating her room with a connoisseur’s eye 

in the gentle hills north of Melbourne. Charterisville at Heidel-
berg had drawn Walter Withers in 1890, and Emanuel Phillips 
Fox and Tudor St George Tucker started their summer school 
there in 1893. Women artists who had moved to the country 
since the days of the Heidelberg School included Clara South-
ern, said to have ‘dis covered’ Warrandyte in about 1905, and 
May Vale, who lived at Diamond Creek in the 1920s. Penleigh 
Boyd built his studio-cottage The Robins at Warrandyte in 1915, 
Adrian Lawlor chose a home in the vicinity after the war, and 
Harold Herbert, Charles Wheeler, Jo Sweatman, Louis McCub-
bin and Frank Crozier all worked at Warrandyte. By the 1930s 
there was a renewed trend for high-profile male artists and 
their patrons to move away from inner-city studios and near-
city residences. Vassilieff lived at Warrandyte in the late 1930s. 

Darebin Bridge House 
in the 1940s

Lina Bryans with An 

American Serviceman, 
c. 1942 (since 
destroyed)
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for fashion and design. She believed that style was individual 
and that if both antique and modern design, in sculpture, fur-
niture and ceramics, were chosen for one’s personal pleasure, 
they would create a sense of harmony.

Her modest private means were augmented by inheritance 
on the death of her mother in 1940 and her father in 1946.6 When 
she was in a position to buy the old hotel from Mr Gay in 1942,7 
she was also able to make some structural alterations. Gradually 
she added a bathroom, and turned the first room on the ground 
floor into a kitchen, with a one-fire stove, copper pans and a big 
round table. She waxed the floors pink and mauve and yellow 
with coloured waxes, laid rugs on the boards, hung her Fair-
weather paintings in every room, and furnished three living 
rooms with bookshelves, a large dresser and big, comfortable 
armchairs. Her favourite piece was a French provincial armoire 
which had belonged to Rupert Bunny. The bar room became a 
living room with simple furnishings. Bryans painted the out-
side walls pink, and immediately it became ‘The Pink Hotel’, 
Bryans’ home until she sold it in 1948. It was later bought by 
the Australian Paper Mills in 1951 for use as a research centre.8

Ambrose Hallen had considered buying the hotel early in the 
1940s but found its condition unsuitable and so decided to rent 
there instead,  paying Bryans twenty-seven pounds to furnish 
his flat.9 Ada May Plante continued to rent a room at Darebin 
until 1947, having moved earlier to a lower part of the house, 
where Bryans decided it was more convenient for her.10 This 
was a contentious decision, as her seniority at Darebin Bridge 
House was thought by some to deserve better accommodation. 
Ian Fairweather arrived in 1945 and stayed for two years.

Frater, now in a close relationship with Bryans but fiercely 
independent, took an extra studio in the garden, where he con-
verted a big shed and put in a large window and a stove.11 He 
was familiar with Darebin Bridge House, having lived with his 
wife and family at Alphington nearby—near enough, accord-
ing to Bryans, so that ‘you could throw an apple’. Ada May 

Lina Bryans, Sketch 

Portrait of Alan 

McCulloch, c. 1942, oil 
on canvas on plywood 
panel, 38.4 × 37.4 cm
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would go to the market and lavishly choose simple and delicate 
produce—fresh asparagus and artichokes, crates of strawber-
ries and exotic fruit—then return to cook huge meals herself in 
the old kitchen. She was a marvellous hostess. Yet, when she 
was confident that her guests were all laughing and arguing 
and splendidly enjoying themselves, Bryans would sometimes 
slip away, even going to see a film, to return several hours later. 
No one would have noticed she had left.

Surrounded by her friends Bryans transformed the cultural 
milieu of Darebin Bridge House. Her household invites comparison 

Plante was an old friend, and devoted to the Frater children, 
especially to the twins Billy and Robin, who often called to 
see her with their father. Frater’s unconventional relationship 
with Bryans was a cause of turmoil in Frater’s family, and this 
proximity must have been difficult. Later, probably in the mid-
1940s, Frater’s son Arthur (who had run the artists’ paint shop 
opposite George Bell’s school in Salisbury Buildings, Bourke 
Street) converted a small van into a mobile studio for Bryans. 
She could then drive around the city and set up her easel in-
stantly, whenever a subject appealed to her, gaining confidence 
in the discipline of painting.

Yet it was not all work. Many visitors came to Darebin—
once, her class mate from St Catherine’s, Lady (later Dame 
Elisabeth) Murdoch, with Sir Keith Murdoch.12 Bryans gave 
memorable dinners for her friends, and parties for up to fifty 
or sixty guests, using the three downstairs living rooms. She 

Lina Bryans, Garden 

at Lorne, c. 1942, oil on 
board, 50.8 × 61 cm Lina Bryans, The Riding 

School, Lorne, 1943, oil 
on hardboard, 
41 × 51 cm
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with both Herbert Read’s Hampstead ‘nest of gentle artists’ 
and the Artistes de Passy, a group of writers and artists 
active around 1912 in Paris who met for monthly dinners and 
lectures. The group included writers Roger Allard and Georges 
Duhamel, and painters Marcel Duchamp, Roger de la Fresnaye, 
Marie Laurencin and Fernand Léger.13 Friends knew of Bryans’ 
admiration for La Fresnaye. A postcard in May 1970 from John 
Stringer, on leave from the National Gallery of Victoria, of La 
Fresnaye’s Conquest of the Air (1913) reads ‘Impossible to look 
at a La Fresnaye without thinking of you’.14

Later, when Bryans moved to a Victorian house in Erin 
Street, Rich mond in 1957, she further pursued the idea of art-
ists interacting creatively with writers, and also with deco-
rators and architects. There she held court from her elegant 
chaise longue during bohemian Writers’ Week festivals in the 
late 1950s and 1960s.

THE 1940S PORTRAITS

Bryans’ expansiveness, her acceptance of people regardless of 
their  status or background, brought a sense of artistic wholeness 
to her com munity and can be found in her choice of portrait sub-
jects in the first half of the 1940s. All painted privately, the por-
traits of her friends included an abbreviated calligraphic study of 
Alan McCulloch (c. 1942), the art critic; a heavily worked study 
of Alix Sobel (1943), an American therapist at the Heidelberg 
Military Hospital; An American Serviceman (c.-1942; later de-
stroyed); a gaunt, dark study of her poet cousin, Poet A.W. (Por-
trait of Arthur Wallach) (1943);15 and Keith Macartney (1944), a 
portrait of the Professor of English and Drama at the University 
of Melbourne. Bryans entered her first Macartney portrait in the 
fateful 1944 Archibald Prize (no. 164), but later destroyed it. She 
painted a second portrait of Macartney in 1953. Other subjects 
were the author Rex Rienits (c.-1944),16 and the research geolo-
gist and art connoisseur Dr A. R. Alderman (c.-1944).17

Daryl Lindsay, Director 
of the National 
Gallery of Victoria 
(photograph: Athol 
Shmith)

Lina Bryans, Snow in Autumn, 
Harrietville, c. 1943, oil on 
paper on cardboard, 
49.4 × 59.4 cm
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Sunday Baillieu, a member of one of Melbourne’s foremost 
families, Bryans had attended the Reeds’  wedding in 1932.20 
he frequented the exhibitions at the Modern Furnishings shop, 
in Little Collins Street, run by John Reed’s sister Cynthia, who 
embraced Bauhaus-style design. Although Bryans’ advanced 
style and outlook pointed her in the direction of Heide, the pull 
of her background and her affiliation with Frater positioned her 
within the art establishment. Bryans had decided against the 

In the late 1930s and early 1940s Bryans had had to choose 
between continuing to work with the more conservative Frater 
and the Darebin group, or the more advanced and challenging 
Heide group. She shared a common spirit with the spontaneous 
style of the young Angry Penguins, Nolan, Arthur Boyd and 
Perceval. Like them, she rejected all forms of aca demic train-
ing, irrespective of whether they were centred on the National 
Gallery School or on George Bell’s School. With her Darebin 
friends, she was inclined to the ‘haptic’ or intuitive rather than 
the ‘visual’ or objective in art. These terms described two types 
of creative activity identified by Viktor Lowen feld, the German 
art educationist. Lowenfeld’s The Nature of Creative Activity, 
Experimental and Comparative Studies of Visual and Non-Vis-
ual Sources of Drawing, Painting and Sculpture had been pub-
lished in London in 1939 and was reviewed by Albert Tucker in 
Angry Penguins Broadsheet, no. 1, 1945. In Creative and Men-
tal Growth in 1947, Lowenfeld modified his ideas: after serving 
as a studio art teacher in a black American college from 1939 to 
1946, he noted the influence of the environment on artistic de-
velopment. Herbert Read drew on the highly significant work 
of Viktor Lowenfeld in his Education Through Art (1943). When 
Albert Tucker and the Heide group explored Lowenfeld’s ide-
as in the 1940s, Bryans declared her position within the haptic 
stream of artists in a radio broadcast: ‘Art is instinctive. It is 
just how much the artist has in himself to express that makes it 
important. The materials, the  methods, even a great technical 
facility are ultimately of no avail if the instinctive  emotion for 
fusing colour and form with life is lacking’.18

John and Sunday Reed were also committed to Lowenfeld’s 
theories of haptic and visual art. In the late 1930s they had 
invited Bryans to join their Heide group. They had seen her 
from time to time at Connie Smith’s studio at Warrandyte, 
and admired the expressive landscapes and streetscapes she 
had exhibited at the Heidelberg and Warrandyte art shows 
in 1937 and at the Riddell Gallery.19 Related by marriage to 

Lina Bryans, Portrait of 

Robert Haines, c. 1955, 
oil on board, 
59.7 × 49.6 cm
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compositional certainty. She would always begin in the middle 
of the canvas, first drawing in the eye of her subject. The eye, 
according to Bryans, made each face unique. With her brush 
she would work outwards, marking the canvas with significant 
accents and with broad attention to draughtsmanship, until 
she had completed a preliminary sketch. She would then 
work on the subject in the  studio, often over a period of time, 
with portraits often requiring several sittings. She said of her 
portraits:

The first thing I do when the sitter sits is to ask ‘why am I do-
ing this? . . . why do I want to do this? The personality comes 
out, you feel it almost as a solid. I put down first the essence of 
the person, and build up around it. With colours, I find a unity, 
perhaps the colour of the eyes relate to the clothes and the skin 
tones . . . I need to relate  pigments to each other’.23

She seized on the vital characteristic of head or gesture 
which distinguished her sitter, whether it was wit, toughness, 
intelligence, passionate conviction, hesitancy or ennui. For her, 
the manner of conveying the aura was always in terms of ex-
pressive colour. Mary Eagle notes, when referring to Bryans’ 
witty 1942 portrait of Alan McCulloch, that Bryans’s best work 
records ‘only her positive responses, showing what she has 
seen and felt’:

She allowed herself absolutely no passive picture-making, 
through  filling in the background, modeling the forms and 
drawing the details. She did not merely ignore conventional fin-
ish, she outlawed it. She had a philosophy: ‘If it is a good paint-
ing, gaps are important because then your eye carries on with 
what your brain has been suggesting.’. . . she wanted ‘to keep 
the painting fresh so it looked as if life had been breathed into 
it’.24

Reeds’ offer, held to her own path, signalled her independence, 
and established herself at Darebin Bridge House.

In and Out of Modernism

Her purchase of the old coaching house gave her a unique role. 
She was the only woman artist of the day to gather around her 
a like-minded community of artists and writers. Unlike the 
Reeds’ Heide environment, with overtones of the ‘dutiful arti-
san and polite courtier’,21 Bryans became a generous patron, yet 
in an environment of equals. The Darebin Bridge House group 
in the 1940s included the moderates in the Contemporary Art 
Society—Norman Macgeorge, Clive Stephen, Isobel Tweddle 
and Rupert Bunny—and friends from the earliest days of Bry-
ans’ painting career—Sybil Craig, Guelda Pyke, Elma Roach, 
Ola Cohn and Madge Freeman. George Bell called occasionally, 
and Adrian Lawlor. As well as painters, there were members 
of the literary and intellectual circle which became the Meanjin 
set, including Vance and Nettie Palmer, Rosa and Dolia Ribush, 
Jean Campbell, Laurie Thomas and Alan McCulloch. Bryans 
created a free circle, and was able to give the liberal, conserva-
tive modernist position in Melbourne a more vital character 
and a freer base than it would otherwise have had.

Although she did not enter the Heide circle, Bryans remained 
supportive of the Reeds’ aim of creating a living modern tra-
dition. In 1956, when the Contemporary Art Society’s Gallery 
of Contemporary Art opened in Tavistock Place off Flinders 
Street, with John Reed as director, Bryans gave a painting enti-
tled Warrandyte (n.d.) to the inaugural exhibition.22 Two years 
later, when the gallery became the Museum of Modern Art of 
Australia, still with John Reed as director, Bryans arranged for 
the New Zealand painter Toss Woollaston to hold his first exhi-
bition there.

Bryans’ over-riding motivation, both in her portraits and her 
landscapes, was to place on canvas the ‘essence’ of the subject. 
Her early portraits fix the subject within the picture space with 
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In Bryans’ landscapes, strong pure colour propelled her 
brush. Usually applied directly to the canvas, the colours ranged 
across the spectrum from subtle shades of greens and blues to 
pink and vivid magenta, as in her fresh work Garden at Lorne 
(c.-1942). Painted at Keverell, the house Bryans rented during 
holidays with Frater, Laurie Thomas and his wife Jess, the swift 
brush work and soft crimson and blue suggest an idyllic Medi-
terranean scene by Raoul Dufy or Matisse, with a distinctive 
palm on the right bal ancing the red-roofed house on the left. 
Was she recalling the radiant palms of Iain MacKinnon’s vivid 
watercolours, which in turn were likely to have been inspired 
by contemporary French art? In The Riding School Lorne (1943) 
the ‘primitive’ little horses in the dusty yard, and rhythmically 
curving Loutit Bay beyond, also hint at Dufy, and at Vassilieff’s 
naive scenes of everyday life.

Through the daily practice of painting, Bryans by the early 
1940s established herself as one of the modernist artists who had 
found favour with the art establishment of Melbourne, dubbed 
by Clive Turnbull the ‘new order’.25 But why, in the cultural 
politics of the time, should an artist described as ‘ultra-modern’ 
and by implication radical be supported by an alliance of art-
ists and administrators of the art establishment? That Bryans’ 
expressive modernist style was acceptable was due partly to 
the liberalized outlook of the ‘new order’ and partly to Bryans’ 
relationship with its  members. There were new forces operat-
ing within the broadly based art establish ment of Melbourne, 
centred around the recently liberalized National Gallery of Vic-
toria, and Bryans was favourably placed in relation to them.
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