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Abstract 

 

John Weeks currently occupies a respected place in New Zealand art history, one 

predicated on his formalist emphases.  However, his presence is muted and almost 

nominal.  There are several reasons for his neglect, including the loss of around 200 

works to fire late in his career.  His diverse approach to art (with little work dated) 

also complicates straightforward assessment of his contribution.  Nor does Weeks’ 

output at large straightforwardly meet with art history’s modernist or regionalist 

narratives.  My research examines and reinstates Weeks’ career and significance by 

piecing together and closely examining six areas of sustained thematic enquiry 

through close visual analysis.  These subjects emerge over (almost) the full course of 

his oeuvre and reveal him as a modern, subjective artist.  This organisation allows a 

grasp of Weeks’ varied enquiry, the interconnections it entails, and a much firmer 

perspective on his development.  His imagery, overall, can be better understood now, 

as parts of a larger whole.   

Five of the thematic areas I discuss are the primary subjects he explored: industry, 

still life, landscape, the female figure composition, and North Africa.  The remaining 

chapter, titled “‘Strange Things’: Nature, Abstraction and the Imagination,” 

addresses, more directly, the artist’s interest in abstraction and intersecting notions of 

intuition, primitivism, the subconscious and chance.  The chapters do not represent 

isolated currents of thought: there are inevitable overlaps between them.  Weeks’ 

painting and drawing prior to 1929 is almost completely overlooked in published 

texts.  I view this period as the early part of a continuum of preoccupations during his 

self-reflexive oeuvre.  Weeks’ restless enquiry is sometimes noted but needs to be 

better understood through a wider but sharper lens that captures variations and 

marked departures, as well as continuities.  Formal vocabularies are considered 

alongside a range of social aspects, including: biography, visual culture, political 

context and connotations, the representation of women in art, Orientalism, visual 

perception and cognition.  An overarching thematic approach, rather than one 

predicated on the uncertain parameters of modernism or the ‘progressive’, reveals 

Weeks’ contribution as an original, knowledgeable force in New Zealand art history.   
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Notes 

 

Circa dates are at times necessarily loose, due to the complexities of dating Weeks’ 

oeuvre.  At times a decade-long circa: c.1940s, is required.  Occasionally no circa can 

be provided: n.d.  However, c.1942, for example, indicates a give or take of two years 

either side.  Many of the studies, sketches and working compositions reproduced are 

from the Peter O’Connor research archive at the Auckland Art Gallery and are listed 

with their research collection number.  I do not query signatures or the lack of them: if 

an image features here, it is, in my opinion, by Weeks.  Many works, in various 

degrees of finish, were, according to Michael Dunn, signed by Weeks’ former art 

dealer Alan Swinton.  As I understand it, a small portion of Weeks’ estate artworks 

resides with Hilda O’Connor’s grandson, Brett O’Connor.  He has voiced approval of 

this study.  His own collection, currently inaccessible, would shed further light on the 

artist’s development explored in this thesis. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

While it is a cliché to cite neglect of artists as justification for research, John Weeks 

has been overlooked and his oeuvre oversimplified.  The only extended scholarly 

enquiry into Weeks’ career was in 1973.  The lack of new scholarship is partly due to 

the complexity of piecing together his development, punctuated as it is with gaping 

losses to fire in 1949.  It also contains a multitude of undated, formally diverse, 

uneven departures.  Weeks’ nominal significance is often predicated on meeting with 

expectations of modernism.  Many intriguing artworks in his oeuvre, however, are 

supposedly retrograde within the still-active, but nebulous, modernist trajectory.  This 

study is shaped by the goal of expanding on, rather than shoring up, Weeks’ 

modernist reputation, by showing continuities as well as the variety of his enquiries 

over a productive career.1  The job of this thesis is to better understand Weeks’ 

imagery itself and in doing so, find other truths.   This thesis, then, offers the first 

detailed visual analysis and thematic examination of his oeuvre.   

 

    

 

Weeks was considered very highly in his lifetime; a significant national figure in the 

small art community of New Zealand.  There were few with his varied training and 

experiences, and with his exposure to a wide range of art from all periods.  He 

advocated for the importance of art-making and the New Zealand artist, and after his 

 
1. Peter Shand writes, ‘[his] work of the late 1940s and 1950s influenced local development of modernist abstraction.’  Peter 

Shand, “Weeks, John.” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, (Claudia Orange, ed.) Vol.4, 1921-1940 (Wellington: 

Department of Internal Affairs; Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1998), 559. 

Fig.1. Herbert Tornquist (1897-1969) 

Portrait of John Weeks 

Source: H Wadman (ed),  

Yearbook of the Arts in New Zealand, no.3, 1947, 27. 
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return from Europe provided lectures to a range of audiences to educate the public on 

the social value of art, including modern art.  In 1958 he was awarded an O.B.E 

(Officer for the Order of the British Empire) for his contribution to the arts. 

 

In survey histories of art, misleading, recycled generalities tend to rule over 

specificity.  Some of this is due to the under-resourced, increasingly-stretched state of 

art history and art historians.  However, the patchy address of Weeks also reflects the 

effect of his eclecticism as well as his uncertain fit within prevailing notions of 

modernist avant-gardism: his oeuvre eludes straightforward and easy categorisation.  

In this study, closely considering Weeks’ work by theme was helpful in organising 

much formally diverse material.  However, by doing so, I found continuities emerged 

– unexpectedly.  Weeks’ primary positioning as a formalist or modernist, several 

decades after a master’s thesis on his work, can now be expanded upon to 

accommodate apparent contradictions and a more socially-grounded perspective.  I 

cover six main thematic areas in which I consider Weeks’ continuities of thought, and 

the formal and psychological qualities, and socio-cultural and biographical readings 

that his diverse expressions present. 
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Biography 

 

John Weeks’ war records state that he was born on 8 June 1886 in Devon, England.2  A birth 

date of 1888 attached itself to his early biographies and still lingers decades later.  Joan 

Mackie was the first to rectify this error: ‘[W. Weeks] emigrated to this country in 1892 when 

John was about six years of age.’3  Weeks had misreported that ‘[my parents] emigrated to 

New Zealand when I was a very tiny tot.  Actual dates unimportant…’.4  [My italics.]  He 

was, in fact, recorded in the passenger list as a six-year-old on board the S.S. Doric on 28 

October 1892 destined for Wellington.5  The county census of 1891 for the parish of 

Sydenham Damerel, Tavistock documents John as the second child of Emma Kate Hooper 

(d.1947) and farmer William John Weeks (d.1956), a four-year old younger brother to a 

sister, Mary.6  Of Mary Watkins Weeks’ life (d.1966), a five-year old ‘scholar’ at the time, 

little is known.  Her life appears to have been troubled in later years, and death came soon 

after her brother’s.7   Living with the family in Devon, the parish records also reveal a youth 

from Cornwall, John Woodman, a servant.8  The family’s departure the following year was at 

the tail-end of the nineteenth century exodus from rural Britain, including the South West 

Counties.  The family would again see their old home district in 1911.9 

 

 
2. Archives New Zealand, Wellington office, WEEKS, John – WW1 3/3446 – Army (Item ID R22017520), Agency AABK, Record Series 

18805 – Military Personnel Files, accession W5557 (Box 59), record no. 0120392.   

3. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 12. 

4. Howard Wadman (ed), “John Weeks”, Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, no. 3, 1947, 27.  

5. ‘Weekes, Phillips & Co., Plymouth: Form of Passenger List for S.S Doric 28th October 1892’, sourced from The National Archives, 

London, England. 

6. Ancestry.com.au, “1891 England Census about William J Weeks,” Administrative County of Devon (DEVRG12_1749_1752-0574), 

sourced online through subscription (accessed 15 February, 2014). 

7. Mary died a year after her brother.  Her poor mental health and institutional placements from about the late 1940s was hinted at in Weeks’ 

letters and in interviews.  Patricia Turkington, daughter of artist Jim Turkington, referred to Mary, ‘…who visited every Sunday for 

afternoon tea,’  but ‘…stayed, for the most part at the Avondale Asylum [now a site owned by Unitec, Auckland].’ Phone interview with 

Patricia Turkington, 10 July 2014.   

8. Ancestry.com.au, “1891 England Census about William J Weeks,” accessed 15 February 2014. 

9. Ralph Sanderson, National Library of Australia, identifies from Ancestry.com what appears to be the Weeks family in transit from 1911 

to 1912: ‘[William] John Weeks, farmer, and John Weeks, farmer, were 3rd-class passengers aboard the ship Corinthic which departed from 

Wellington , New Zealand on 23 March 1911 and arrived in the port of London on 4 May 1911.  They disembarked in Plymouth.’  (Mrs 

Emma Weeks and Miss Mary W. Weeks were 2nd class passengers on the same ship.)  The librarian notes: ‘… just prior to [their departure] 

a John Weeks was a third-class passenger aboard the ship Otranto which departed London on 2 February 1912 for Sydney where she arrived 

on 14 March 1912.’ Email to the author, 25 May 2016. 
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The Weeks family appear to have arrived in early December after travelling in third-class on 

the R.M.S Doric, a White Star Atlantic Liner.10  It would be their first Christmas in New 

Zealand.  William Weeks worked in banking initially before running a dairy farm for several 

years, breaking in 200 acres of ‘virgin land in the Te Awamutu district.’ 11  According to a 

press report the family settled in rural Northcote, Auckland in 1905. 12  Their land traversed 

Exmouth Road and Lake Road in rural Northcote and was called ‘Thornhills.’13 

 

Weeks was remembered to Mackie by his close friend Jim Turkington as having been a sign-

writer before and during his part-time studies at Elam School of Art.14  In 1917 he was 

recorded as an un-indentured sign-writer for L.S Kelly, Wyndham Street.15  This is the same 

firm artist Francis McCracken worked at around the same time.16  They became friends.  

Weeks embarked on evening classes at Elam from 1907 to 1909.17  He passed the South 

Kensington Science and Art examinations held in July of 1907, as reported in the Auckland 

Star. 18  A second-class pass was gained for ‘Freehand Drawing,’ and a first-class pass for 

‘Drawing in Light and Shade from a Cast.’19  By May 1909, Weeks had received certificates 

in freehand drawing, drawing in light and shade, model drawing, and ‘drawing common 

objects from memory.’20 

 

Weeks apparently learnt something of watercolour from travelling artist Frank Wright.  

Wright tutored students in his studio in Victoria Arcade in Auckland’s Queen Street.  Mackie 

notes sighting more than one work in Weeks’ studio estate inscribed as ‘after Wright.’21  One 

represents a hut made of raupō near a lake or harbour (fig. 2, A.A.G).  Weeks would later 

seek out the vernacular housing of the Maghreb as seen in his sketches in Chapter Four.  

 
10. Press, “Passengers per R.M.S Doric,” 8 December 1892. ‘[W] J.Weeks, Mrs Weeks, Miss M. Weeks, Master J. Weeks…’ 

11. New Zealand Herald, “Woman’s World: Diamond Wedding,” 15 April 1944. 

12. New Zealand Herald, “Woman’s World: Diamond Wedding,” 15 April 1944. 

13. ‘Thornhills’ at Lake Road appears on his army record: Archives New Zealand, Wellington office, WEEKS, John – WW1 3/3446 – Army 

(Item ID R22017520). 

14. Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” 13. 

15. Archives New Zealand, Wellington office, WEEKS, John. 

16. Jennifer Haworth, Behind The Twisted Wire: New Zealand Artists in World War I (Christchurch: Wily Publications, 2016), 255. 

17. His studies at Elam are indicated as around 1908 in his Retrospective exhibition chronology. See: John Weeks: a retrospective 

(exhib.cat), Auckland City Art Gallery and Auckland Society of Arts, 1955.  

18. Auckland Star, “Science and Art,” 6 January 1908.  

19. Auckland Star, “Elam School of Art,” 13 May 1909. 

20. Auckland Star, “Elam School of Art,” 13 May 1909. 

21. Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” 15.  She refers to one in her reproductions, however it is indistinct. 
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Wright produced a number of images representing the Waikato.  Perhaps this interest in the 

terrain of Weeks’ youth endeared him to the English-born artist.22   

 

 

 

The connection with the travelling artist is also a reminder of the continuities and overlaps in 

art history at large; it helps to frame Weeks’ future endeavours and enthusiasms.  His drive 

over a long career ranged from the pragmatic, to the studious and analytical, to the 

explorative.  To travel and gather imagery for further use and sale was an enticing aim for 

Wright and previous generations of itinerant artists, as it was for Weeks.  The mood towards 

travel beyond these shores, however, changed within Weeks’ life-time, with comments such 

as Eric McCormick’s view in 1940 that ‘a single ticket to England [let alone the Continent] 

has always proved itself an entrance to a blind alley.’23 

 

Little training in oil painting can have occurred before Weeks’ period at Canterbury College 

of Art.  Edward Friström, less scenic in agenda and more decorative and universal in 

representational approach than Wright, has been cited as one of Weeks’ Elam masters in a 

number of accounts, including Shand’s.24  While Friström’s Auckland studio of pictures was 

close at hand to see, his employment at the School was at least two years after Weeks 

 
22. The river Aratiatia is represented in the 1908 publication featuring the paintings by the Wrights.  Weeks later took up the river as a motif 

in more savage, cropped fashion. See: New Zealand:Painted by F.&W.Wright, Text by Hon.William Pember Reeves (London, Adam and 

Charles Black, 1908), plate facing p.124.  Weeks did many related river scenes, often cropped in scale, including Aratiatia Rapids (c.1942, 

Te Papa). 

23. Leonard Bell, Strangers Arrive: Émigré’s and the Arts in New Zealand, 1930-1980 (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2017), 216. 

24. ‘Weeks worked as a sign-writer and began night-class study at the Elam School of Art in Auckland under Archibald Nicoll, Alice Whyte 

and Edward Friström. Peter Shand, “Weeks, John,” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, (Claudia Orange, ed.) Vol.4, 1921-1940 

(Wellington: Department of Internal Affairs; Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1998), 558. 

 

Fig.2 Untitled [after Frank Wright] 

Inscription includes, ‘Painted when first started 

painting…method of teaching…Copied from a 

watercolour’ 

Watercolour on paper 

245 x 362 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

Box (RC 2010/1/11) ‘New Zealand Works on 

Paper’ 
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completed his studies in 1909.25  During 1910 Weeks was touring and working in the South 

Island, and later England and Australia, as attested to by postcards and dated sketches in his 

estate.26 

 

Weeks visited England with his family from May 1911 to February 1912.  While his father, 

mother and sister departed London on 3 February 1912, arriving in Wellington on 23 March 

1912, Weeks went his own way on to Sydney. 27  He arrived in March that year and took 

some time to return to Auckland.  It seems that he found some sign-writing work while there, 

and perhaps again during his visit enroute to New Zealand in 1929.  Colin McCahon noted to 

Mackie that Weeks produced ‘gorgeous’ lettering and illustration while in Australia, 

substantial designs for which have not come to light.28  Weeks noted this commercial output 

of around 1912 to 1915, describing it as ‘painting,’ which perhaps was no less true for him:  

 

I stayed on for about three years, doing a fair bit of painting on quite a large scale – 

very large areas of wall space in huge colourful pictorials of various subjects on a 

gigantic scale such as human figures as large as 24 feet high…, which called for quite 

a bit of judgement as how they would look from the ground… 29 

 

During this period Weeks explored New South Wales by train, visited Sydney galleries, and 

reportedly took art classes at Sydney Technical College.30  Details of his training at the 

College are unknown.  For the period 1913-15, the College concentrated on trade courses, 

presumably including sign-writing, however art classes were available, too.31
  He arrived 

 
25. Students made a public bid to keep Friström as their art master: ‘Mr. Edward Friström, who has been instructor for the life and outdoor 

classes at the Elam School of Art during the past four years…’  New Zealand Herald, “Personal Items,” 3 July 1915. 

26. Postcards from the South Island to his family dated 1910 indicate Weeks was engaged in sign-writing work that year.  See John 

O’Connor Estate, RC 2007/1/1 ‘Correspondence and draft letters’, E.H.McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

27. Ralph Sanderson, National Library of Australia sourced information from Ancestry.com: ‘… just prior to [the departure of his parents 

and sister] a John Weeks was a third-class passenger aboard the ship Otranto which departed London on 2 February 1912 for Sydney where 

she arrived on 14 March 1912.’  Ralph Sanderson, email to the author, 25 May 2016. 

28. McCahon’s tales of Weeks’ “gorgeous” commercial designs were reported to Mackie.  Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John 

Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 22-23.   

29. Weeks to Esplin, May 1965, p. 9-11, RC 2001/1 John Weeks papers, letter no 1.358, E.H.McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art 

Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

30. His 1955 Retrospective states: ‘1913-15 attends art classes at Sydney Technical School for brief period and travels in New South 

Wales.’ See: Auckland City Art Gallery and the Auckland Society of Arts, John Weeks, (Auckland, N.Z: Pelorus Press, 1955), n.p.  

31. ‘After a series of reforms in 1913-15, the training of apprentices in trade courses became the core business of the College. … only those 

working in related industries were permitted to enrol in trade and diploma courses.  So-called ‘dilettante students’ were dismissed, although 
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home in 1915 during the War.  In New Zealand, conscription was enforced in 1916 in 

response to declining numbers of volunteers.  Listed as a ‘sign-writer’, Weeks duly enlisted 

on 5 February 1917 as reported in the press.32  He was conscripted into the New Zealand 

Medical Corps, and trained in the Featherston and Awapuni camps, Wellington, in readiness 

for serving in the No.3 Ambulance.33  In total he spent two years and one hundred and three 

days overseas in service.  His unit disembarked at Plymouth, England and marched out to the 

Ewshott Barracks in Aldershot.34  The pleasure of being in the country of his birth some five 

years or so after his last visit must have been at strange odds with the nervous tenor of the 

military endeavour at this point in the War effort.  He saw service at the Front in Belgium and 

France around Christmas in 1917.  There are no known surviving letters to family from this 

period.  His forwarding address at this time was 10 Forth Street, Edinburgh, the studio and 

abode of artist, friend, and former soldier Francis McCracken.  A preoccupied male figure 

with receding hair-line, prominent nose, and familiar black bow-tie appears in a drawing by 

McCracken (fig.3, Artist in the studio, c.1924).  Weeks often wore a loose bow-tie in his later 

years, too  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After arriving back from England in late 1919, Weeks entered a busy period exhibiting 

nationally and attracting attention and praise.  Additionally, by 1921 he was employed at the 

 
they could take part in non-trade courses at the College, such as women's handicrafts, art and domestic science’.  Catherine Freyne, “Sydney 

Technical College,” The Dictionary of Sydney, accessed 1 January 2016, https://dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/sydney_technical_college  

32. Auckland Star, “Recruiting,” 6 February 1917. 

33. Archives New Zealand, Wellington office, WEEKS, John – WW1 3/3446 – Army (Item ID R22017520). 
34. Archives New Zealand, Army (Item ID R22017520). 

Fig.3.  Francis McCracken (1879 -1959) 

Artist in the Studio, c.1924 

Pencil on paper,  

200 x 150 mm 

Image courtesy of International Art Centre. 

r 

https://dictionaryofsydney.org/entry/sydney_technical_college
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Canterbury College School of Art, then under the directorship of friend, Archibald Nicoll.  

He taught a new commercial lettering class.  The class description noted that it was designed 

‘…for shop assistants and others desiring to learn Ticket Writing and Show Card Work.  The 

use of the air-brush will form part of the course.’35  Weeks studied drawing and figure study 

at the School, too.  Mackie, whose Canterbury sources include Rene Lonsdale, Leonard 

Booth, and Evelyn Page, states that alongside his teaching and studies, Weeks ‘…occupied 

himself sketching and painting in the Cashmere Hills.  Home for him during these years in 

Christchurch was his studio at No.97 Cambridge Terrace…’.  He invited ‘… senior teachers 

for the express purpose of criticizing his work…’.36  In this period, a New Zealand art 

student’s education could also be somewhat expanded upon by subscription to overseas 

journals.  Art in Australia and The Studio were the primary, locally available sources for 

contemporary examples of art.   

 

In 1923 Weeks travelled back to Britain and he lodged with McCracken in Edinburgh.  He 

attended Edinburgh College of Art and the Royal Scottish Academy of Painting, where he 

took life classes and exhibited, winning a small prize; the Keith Award, in 1925.37  He also 

sketched outside Edinburgh at this time, including in old fishing communities in the county 

of Fife.  Weeks’ paintings featured in the New Zealand display of the British Empire 

Exhibition at Wembley in 1924, for which he received a certificate of honour.38  The 

following year he left for Paris, attending classes at André Lhote’s Académie Montparnasse 

in early 1926.39  The Academy attracted many international students keen to learn Lhote’s 

approach to art, and his academic take on Cubism, in particular.  At this time Weeks painted 

in various Post-Impressionist ways, his subjects often canal and street scenes.  He returned to 

classes in early 1929 after a long, highly productive trip sketching through the South of 

France, Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia, Italy and Corsica, and at the end of the year made his 

 
35. Canterbury College School of Art Syllabus, ‘Painting, Decorating and Signwriting’ Evening Classes in ‘Special Classes’ (Christchurch: 

Whitcombe and Tombs Ltd, 1921), 17.  Weeks’ class in ‘Signwriting, Ticketwriting, etc’ was on Mondays from 7 - 9 pm.  

36. The sources appear to be in the form of letters from Rene Lonsdale and Leonard Booth, former tutor in Life studies at the College 

School of Art.  Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,”47. 

37. Sandy Wood, Collections Curator of the Royal Scottish Academy of Art & Architecture, states ‘…Weeks attended the Royal Scottish 

Academy Life School (then situated at Edinburgh College of Art but run by the RSA) and received a supplementary award from the Keith 

prize for one of his works in 1925.’ In email, 6 August 2014. 
38. His participation was reported in the press: “New Zealand Art: Empire Contributions,” Evening Post, 26 July 1924.  His certificate is in 

the John Weeks Papers, John O’Connor Estate, RC/2007/8/7, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

39. As indicated in his letter to Mary Weeks, Hotel Britannique, Paris, n.d, envelope postmarked ‘Northcote 15 February 1926,’ John Weeks 

Papers, “Correspondence and draft letters…,” RC 2007/8/1/1, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 
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way back home via Australia.  After his return, Weeks provided contract teaching at Elam 

School from 11 July 1930 and was a salaried staff member by the end of 1931.40 

 

A diverse and well-respected artist, Weeks was widely regarded as the leading painter and 

teacher in Auckland in the 1930s and 1940s, and an authority on art.41  He was one of a small 

number of artists to insist on personal expression rather than technical skill, and the power of 

design and colour, rather than pedantic literalism, as explored in this study.  Louise 

Henderson, Melvin Day, Wilfred Stanley Wallis, and Charles and John Tole, among many 

others, sought him out for advice and tuition.  By 1945 Weeks had explored abstraction, 

figure compositions, landscape subjects, industrial themes, still life, and subjects from his 

travels.  In early 1949 he lost around 200 of paintings and works on paper in a fire at Elam 

where he stored many works.42  He continued to paint while teaching, caring for his very 

elderly father, and managing the family property.  In 1954 he took part in the Auckland Art 

Gallery’s Object and Image exhibition.  Exhibitors included Louise Henderson, Colin 

McCahon, Milan Mrkusich, Ross Fraser, and Michael Nicholson.  A touring retrospective 

exhibition of Weeks’ oeuvre, beginning at the Auckland City Art Gallery, was held in 1955.  

Ronald O’Reilly, Canterbury Public Librarian and art critic, deemed it ‘…a magnificent and 

monumental show’, albeit with several caveats.43  Weeks received an O.B.E for his services 

to painting in 1958, the same year that two of his paintings – an industrial theme and a rural 

landscape subject – featured in the touring show curated by Eric McCormick, The Land and 

The People in the U.S.S.R.44  In 1959 Weeks was included in the group exhibition organised 

by Peter Tomory, Eight New Zealand painters II at the Auckland City Art Gallery.45  Weeks 

continued to provide outdoor classes on a part-time basis to Elam students as late as the early 

1960s.   

 
40. Archives New Zealand, Mangere, ‘John Weeks Manual and Technical: Teacher’s Salary Card’, Ref. No ABEP A9304414, Box 88. 

41. Weeks, for instance, provided a radio broadcast titled Painting for 1YA national radio in 1933.  New Zealand Herald, “Radio in the 

Home,” 27 April 1933. 

42. In a draft letter to the Inland Revenue, the purpose of which is unclear, Weeks writes of the collection of works which he indicates 

covered 40 years of his career and ‘some 225 examples of my very best work.’  The John Weeks Papers, “Correspondence and draft 

letter…”, RC 2007/8/1/2, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

43. Ron O’Reilly, “John Weeks’ Paintings on View in Christchurch,” Press, 16 February 1956.  Many thanks to Tim Jones, Christchurch 

Art Gallery library, for locating this clipping.   

44. The catalogue for the exhibition lists two works by Weeks with the following details: From Bush to Pasture Land in oil and tempera, 83 

x 101 (and) Fraser’s old foundry, Auckland: sketch for a composition, dry colour and emulsion, 54.5 x 75. See: Christchurch Art Gallery 

Library artist exhibition file for John Weeks. 

45. The eight painters were Doris Lusk, Jan Michels, Janet Paul, Ron Stenberg, Arthur Thompson, John Weeks, Toss Woollaston and John 

Zambelis.  “Eight New Zealand Painters II,” Exhibition catalogue 2 March – 15 March 1959, Auckland City Art Gallery. 
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Herbert Tornquist described Weeks to the readership of Home and Building in 1955, the year 

of his Retrospective: 

[John Weeks] is the enemy of no man, and is comfortable in any company…There is 

nothing bizarre, forced or dramatised in his make up or his manner.  In his physical 

movements as in his mental responses he is quick and alert, birdlike, but – when 

speaking of painting in particular – never flippant.  Not that he is without 

humour…his sense of humour is frank and robust, almost Rabelaisian in quality.  He 

laughs easily and often.  In his dress he is both unconventional and unstudied…46 

Tornquist’s writing in 1955 does not evoke a man defeated by life’s events, as some 

biographies on Weeks’ late career would suggest, but rather, an affable, humorous but 

steadfast man and artist attuned to discussions of painting.  He was uniformly recalled with 

great affection and respect by students and friends.  A number of droll anecdotes suggest he 

was unconventional; that is, not a fastidious or worldly man.  Patricia Turkington, daughter of 

his longstanding friend and painter James Turkington, knew him when she was a girl.  He 

was an: ‘…exceptionally nice man’ and ‘…slightly eccentric.’  She recalls the artist ‘walking 

up Wellesley Street with his great long white scarf tucked into his fly.’47  Another account 

repeated often, and with great amusement by former Elam student Ron Stenberg, is of Weeks 

unconcernedly wearing a top-less Panama hat with his balding head visible.48  He was, 

according to Stenberg, very frugal and resourceful.49  Weeks, however, left a considerable 

donation to a Methodist home for elderly men.50  A prudent man unafraid of rough lodgings, 

he often slept in a utilities building on the Elam grounds overnight rather than make his way 

by ferry back to Northcote.51  While Weeks is often regarded as a modernist painter, his 

manner, along with his life-long bachelorhood, also reflects the notion of the Bohemian artist, 

a wanderer who cares little for societal norms. 

 
 

 
46. Herbert Tornquist, “John Weeks,” Home and Building (1 May 1955): 42 -83, 77. 

47. Patricia Turkington in phone conversation with the author, 10 July 2014. 

48. Ron Stenberg recalled: ‘…he suddenly bent down to do something and there was no crown (on the hat), just a bald head!  … I said, what 

have you done with your hat, Jack?  And he said, “Oh Christ, brand new...Yesterday, I got it wet and I put it in the oven to dry it out... .”’  

He said, “It looks ok if I don't bend down!”’ Interview with Ron Stenberg, 22 June 2011, Birkenhead, Auckland. 

49. Interview with Stenberg, 22 June 2011. 

50. Archives New Zealand Te Rua Mahara o te Kawanatanga,‘Will of John Weeks,’ [BBAE 1570 1871 P2616/1965]. 

51. Interview with Stenberg, 22 June 2011. 
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Weeks in his time 

 

Gordon H. Brown, one of the country’s most esteemed art writers, lecturers and art historians, 

observed to me in interview about research in New Zealand: ‘…it really is very 

hard…digging up the past from the 1950s [and before] …so much of the stuff was burned.’52  

Fortunately, much can still be traced through press clippings, official sources as well as the 

estate ephemera that does survive in the care of Auckland Art Gallery.  Weeks’ importance 

and widespread recognition as a leading light in the New Zealand art scene of the 1930s and 

1940s is clear.  He had travelled through Britain, the Mediterranean and deeper North Africa, 

and had sought out some of Europe’s most distinguished artworks.  In later years he was a 

thoroughly-liked and admired tutor at Elam and in 1951, as E.H. McCormick observed: 

‘Auckland accords Mr Weeks a respect normally reserved for the dead…’.53  Few people are 

aware, that in around 1940 and in honour of the Carnegie Corporation of New York, Weeks 

was commissioned to produce two works which are now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  

His representation of a New Zealand gorge belonged to a series of compositions noted in 

Chapter Two.  The respect for the artist was not just confined to Auckland.  References to his 

status are peppered throughout the art periodicals of the time, and the artist’s ephemera 

includes invitations to exhibit, judge or advise on national art selections.  His breadth of 

knowledge in matters of art and experience, exposure to art and training in Europe, and his 

striking output, all positioned him as an authority and leading artist.   

 

It is little realised that Weeks had attracted considerable attention and respect by the early 

1920s.  After his return from War in 1919, he was an active exhibitor in the Society shows 

and at the Murray Fuller Gallery in Wellington.54  Furthermore, soon after their return from 

the Front, he, Francis McCracken and Robert Johnson organised ‘The Soldier’s Exhibition’, a 

well-received touring exhibition of paintings and watercolours.55  This exhibition apparently 

 
52. Brown referred, in particular, to significant loads of gallery ephemera destroyed whilst he was working at the Auckland City Gallery 

from 1965.  Among other things, Brown retrieved copies of the Retrospective catalogue for Weeks’ 1955 retrospective exhibition.  He notes, 

perhaps harshly: ‘That’s the general history of archives in New Zealand; never really taken seriously.’  Interview with Gordon Brown, 

Waiheke, 9 August 2013. 

53. Eric McCormick, “Auckland Painting,” Landfall: A New Zealand Quarterly 5, no.4 (December, 1951): 307. 
54. It was reported of the Willis Street gallery, that: ‘Mr Fuller has been appointed representative for such notable artists as: Archibald 

Nicoll…, [Harry] Linley Wilkinson…Nugent Welch, [Francis] McCracken ...Robert Johnson, John Weeks, [Thomas] McCracken, 

[Dorothy] Richmond…Flora Scales....’ New Zealand Times, “Advertisements,” 30 October 1920. 

55. The show is not closely addressed in this study.  It is worth noting though, that Dunedin’s Evening Star covered the touring exhibition: 

“Auckland Artists: Their Exhibition in Dunedin; A Collection that New Zealand Must Be Proud Of,” a long review split into three columns 
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included Auckland Art Gallery’s Landscape with Rising Moon.56  Weeks also became closely 

associated with Canterbury artists in the very early 1920s.  At this stage he was painting 

primarily landscape subjects and industrial scenes, but also still life, figure studies and 

portraits.  While attending classes at Canterbury School of Art, he taught classes in 

commercial lettering as noted earlier.  After he left New Zealand, several of his paintings 

were included in the small New Zealand section at the Empire exhibition in 1924.   

 

His reputation further grew in the 1930s after his return from Europe.  In 1932, the scholar 

and historian John Cawte Beaglehole stood in the artist’s Northcote studio, and gazed at its 

contents, ‘wildly excited’ by what he saw.  The array of work he saw ‘…knocked 

[Christopher] Perkins sky high…’, meaning, in his eyes, Weeks was superior.57  In 1935 

A.R.D Fairburn seemed almost to cry with relief that Weeks struck him as a leading artist of 

international calibre: ‘[in] London...I saw nothing better than these pictures of Weeks’ and a 

great deal that fell short of them.’  He states that the artist’s work:  

 

...represents such a happy marriage between tradition and personal expression that it 

is difficult to speak of it in the usual fashion as being “influenced by so and so.” 

Obviously he has had many influences; but they have been so well absorbed, and so 

fused together by the native genius of the artist, that one is not immediately aware of 

them.58 

Arthur Hipwell also wrote of the ‘very high standard’ he felt Weeks set: 

Mr. Weeks gives us a range of aesthetic values that sets a new and very high standard 

in New Zealand painting.  His remarkable sense of compositional balance, rich pattern 

and splendid colour give a much needed jolt to our aesthetic vision.  His work is 

sculpturally strong, masterly in its reserve of means and in its choice of the essential.  

 
(one for each artist) on the 15th, 16th, and 17th of September 1920.  It states, ‘The paintings that Messrs F. McCracken, J. Weeks, and W. 

Robert Johnson have brought to Dunedin and hung in the Art Gallery are indubitably the work of artists who would command respect in any 

of the European capitals. …We term them “Auckland artists,” not as a form of belittling, but to emphasise our surprise that such varied and 

masterly painting comes from men belonging to our own Dominion… Certainly they have profited by their travels.  There is not a trace of 

provincialism in their conceptions, and the quality of the work is quite remarkable.’ 

56. Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” 43. 

57. T. H. Beaglehole, A life of J.C. Beaglehole: New Zealand Scholar (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2006) ,185. 

58. A.R.D Fairburn, “John Weeks’ Fine Work: Auckland Artist Sets High Standard in Society of Arts Annual Show,” New Zealand 

Observer, 7 May 1935. 
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Here lies the difference between vain attempts at technical address and the sure 

notation that fuses a work into an integral whole…The aesthetic wealth of this 

country cries loudly for expression.  Mr. Weeks points the way.  When will New 

Zealand painters take the road? 59 

 

Others noted his diversity: 

 

Mr. John Weeks has a series of oil paintings in very diverse styles …one in formal 

pattern and another in impressionist style being outstanding.60 

 

It might seem reasonable to address Weeks’ oeuvre primarily on the same grounds as did his 

contemporaries quoted here: ‘compositional balance, rich pattern and splendid colour’, 

‘formal pattern’ and ‘impressionist style.’  The artist’s general statements on art in 1947, late 

in his career, prefaced by the words, ‘I BELIEVE,’ in the Yearbook of the Arts in New 

Zealand, are almost a manifesto.  They emphasis the materiality of media, the value of 

independent discovery, and the importance of divining some profundity from observed 

realities or subject.  Extracts include:  

 

That technical skill is much overrated in painting…and frequently ends in 

superficiality. 

 

That the desire to get beneath the surface and the attempt to understand the inner 

meaning of the subject or object is of much greater importance. 

 

That the ideal to work for is noble design, which implies mass arrangement, with 

rhythm, incorporated with fine colour orchestration and great draughtsmanship. 

 

That fine art…has been placed on a pedestal for the benefit of the few rather than 

being the accepted and natural heritage of everyone. 

 

 
59. Auckland Star, “Art Exhibition,” 11 May 1935.  

60. New Zealand Herald, “Fine Paintings,” 20 May 1938. 
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That it is necessary to make endless experiments into the possibilities of the various 

mediums, using pencil for its silver-like quality, black and white for its tonal qualities, 

pastel for delicacy, water-colour for transparency and for freedom of brushwork, 

tempera for luminosity and oil for power. 

 

That more than half the joy in painting is the feeling of achievement when one fancies 

he has found something worth saying in terms of paint… 

 

That blind acceptance of the best work of the past encourages a lazy mind…and that 

those who do not bestir themselves – do a little real thinking of their own …will 

contribute nothing to the possible advance in contemporary life.61 

 

Formal matters are stressed in his thoughts above, and they are important in this thesis.  

However, they form part of a wider examination, that, depending on the image, may include, 

for example, the social-cultural, the biographical, popular culture, and the inter-connections, 

as well as departures, that may emerge.  A bigger picture has yet to be established of the most 

compelling examples in Weeks’ oeuvre from around 1916 to 1956.  

 

‘The Elephant in the Room’:  

The Fire and its impact on Weeks’ Oeuvre and Reception  

 
Weeks’ visibility has been improving during the course of this research.  However, the Fire, 

which will remain capitalised throughout this thesis, is still the biggest ‘elephant in the room’ 

in terms of Weeks’ posthumous reputation.  A major factor in his neglect is the 

inconvenience of his oeuvre, one confused by the lack of dating on his paintings, and which 

has been genuinely blighted by the major losses it sustained in a fire at the Elam School of 

Art on 15 January 1949.62  An out-of-control party at the School’s building ruined much of 

his life’s work.63  Over 200 paintings and drawings by Weeks, as well as work by Anna Lois 

 
61. Howard Wadman (ed), “John Weeks,” Yearbook of the Arts, no. 3, 1947, 27-31. 

62. Francis Pound wrote: ‘[d]iscouraged, perhaps, [Weeks] almost ceased to paint’. See: Forty Modern New Zealand Paintings (Auckland: 

Penguin Books, 1985), n.p. 

63. The autobiographical book by Mark Venables states: ‘When a relieving teacher arrived to take the girls at Seddon…[w]e got around to 

art school days.  “By the way’, he confided, ‘I was the student who set fire to the old Grammar School when it was Elam art school…  

Actually it was at a students’ party there, so I had some help.  Unfortunately Johnny Weeks had a lot of his paintings burnt…we’d had too 
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White, and other artists, were stored on the premises of Elam School of Art at the Auckland 

Grammar School on Symonds Street.  Some had been brought by Weeks over the years as a 

teaching tool, while a great many were selected for a Retrospective exhibition in Hamilton.  

Many, the artist noted: 

 

…were drawn and painted in Morocco…and many other parts of the world where I 

am most unlikely to visit again and therefore …irreplaceable and makes this loss the 

more acute.’ 64    

 

Peter Shand provocatively suggests that perhaps it was after the Fire that Weeks produced his 

‘best’ work.65  Such a supposition can be neither proven nor disproven in the absence of said 

works.  What is certainly clear to this author and other observers in Auckland’s small art 

community, is that a great many unfinished paintings are sold on the secondary market.  

Partially overpainted compositions, for instance, suggest Weeks retained fitfully painted 

supports for future use, rather than sale or exhibition.   

 

Assumptions related to the Fire have somewhat poisoned the well of curiosity around Weeks’ 

career.  Many commentators have insisted off-record, despite hearing my subject, that I 

should understand, all his ‘best’ work was destroyed that fateful day.  Though this view 

echoes Weeks own summation in the immediate aftermath of the Fire, it assumes he always 

knew what his ‘best’ work was, and overlooks that a number of paintings were sold during 

his lifetime.  It is, nevertheless, a sizeable stumbling block when gauging the scope and 

contributions of his oeuvre, much of which is haphazard.  It has likely given researchers 

pause for thought, along with the difficulty of how to position, or ‘pigeon-hole’ such an artist.  

However, the history of art is full of loss and gaps in knowledge, but authoritative tomes have 

been nevertheless been written irrespective of scant evidence and surviving material culture.66  

It is time to piece together and cast in a different light, Weeks’ development and oeuvre.  

 
much to drink!.”’  Mark Venables, The Count of Monte Cristo & Other Stories, copy 129 of 150 printed, (Mount St John Private Press: 

Epsom, 1997-8), 159.    

64. In a draft letter to the Inland Revenue, the purpose of which is unclear, Weeks writes of the collection of works which he indicates 

covered 40 years of his career, ‘some 225 examples of my very best work’.  The John Weeks Papers, ‘Correspondence, draft letters…’, RC 

2007/8/1/2, E.H McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

65. Peter Shand, “Weeks, John,” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, (Claudia Orange, ed.) Vol.4, 1921-1940 (Wellington: 

Department of Internal Affairs; Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1998), 559.   

66. Gary Schwartz explores the little-examined topic of loss and destruction in art history.  Gary Schwartz, “Ars Moriendi: the Mortality of 

Art,” Art in America (November 1996): 72-75. 
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It is worth citing an extended quote from the artist in reply to Louise Henderson, with whom 

he had a very close relationship: 

 

Yes, Louise, this has been rather a smack on the jaw, the more so as I had never had 

so much work collected at the School studio before.  I have always kept quite a lot of 

work there in the different mediums for the purpose of showing to the more interested 

students…to show how I had overcome some technical difficulty… 

 

I find in making up a list of the work destroyed that there were 75 oil paintings 

including all my nude studies & several rhythmic compositions in colour of the Ballet 

and music.  43 watercolours – 40 Pastels and 25 pen and pencil drawings mostly of 

the Continent – Scotland – Corsica – Morocco that I can clearly remember… also 

much valuable equipment.  Although I now realise I have lost the best part of a 

lifetime’s work and that it has happened rather late in life, it is no use sitting down 

and moaning about it which serves no useful purpose.  The only sane thing to do is to 

try to rebuild on the ashes to attempt to achieve something that will at least equal if 

not surpass past efforts and to humbly accept the hand of fate. 

 

There is we hope, still a future in which to prove that something can still be done to 

explore this complex business of painting and also that we refuse to accept defeat.  I 

am trying to work as hard as I can in the home studio to keep my mind occupied but 

am finding some difficulty in concentrating on it.  I feel if I did not do this I may be 

tempted to throw my brushes away and leave painting alone in the future.  I do not 

think this will happen however as I am much too interested in the many problems still 

unsolved and feel that I shall be forced to continue in spite of every setback.67  [My 

italics.] 

 

Weeks grieved deeply, as any artist would, at the scale of loss.  His letters that year also 

suggest strength and perseverance.  It is therefore important to note these losses, accept the 

major wounds to his oeuvre, and appreciate his continued compulsion to explore ‘the many 

problems still unsolved.’  The Fire and assumed trauma did not result in a virtual ceasing in 

 
67. Letter to Louise Henderson from Weeks, postmarked 21 February 1949, Diane McKegg Family Archive. 
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Weeks’ painting as is assumed both colloquially and in print.  Docking’s pleasure in 

conveying pathos is evident in his influential summary of Weeks in which he declares the 

artist’s ‘…joy in painting seemed to join the ashes.’68  However, despite the trauma, Weeks 

continued to paint and exhibit for at least a decade after the Fire.  In 1958, he was awarded an 

O.B.E for his contribution to art in New Zealand. 

 

There are numerous possible reasons, then, why there has been no extended, close attention 

to Weeks’ surviving oeuvre, one being the inconvenience of an artist whose oeuvre resists 

easy summation and clear phases or periods of interest.  While his career is not alone on this 

front, as a committed artist with a long career of unusual pursuits in the New Zealand context, 

his work is arguably the most substantial of those neglected.  Shand states, for instance, that 

Weeks has been ‘somewhat neglected by art historians.’69  The ‘somewhat’ appears to 

acknowledge that Weeks is represented in all major national survey publications of New 

Zealand art.  While not forgotten, his oeuvre has been oversimplified and misunderstood.  

Furthermore, most New Zealanders are unfamiliar with his name, and there has been no 

extended academic consideration or exhibition dedicated to the artist in decades.70  Neither, 

despite Weeks’ usual framing as an artist preoccupied with design and colour values, have his 

works actually been closely examined on formal grounds.  The visual analyses here address 

this under-review as well as attend to wider concerns.   The latter include: biographical 

elements, connotations of industrial might, left-wing politics of the 1930s, concepts of the 

‘modern girl’ and considerations of the female nude, literary associations, connections with 

science, the suggestive realm of cognitive perception, and post-colonial concepts of the 

‘Other.’   

 

The neglect gauged in my first year of research has abated somewhat.  My talks, lectures and 

articles on Weeks, and the efforts of curator Julia Waite, the Auckland Art Gallery Research 

Library; guardians of the John Weeks Archive, have all contributed to growing interest in the 

artist.  An exhibition at that Gallery, Freedom and Structure: Cubism in New Zealand, 

opened in 2015 and featured five, very different, paintings by Weeks that variously link him 

 
68. Gil Docking, Two Hundred Years of New Zealand Painting (Auckland: A.H & A.W Reed, 1971), 133. 

69. Letter to Louise Henderson from Weeks, postmarked 21 February 1949, Diane McKegg Family Archive. 

70. Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū, formerly the Robert McDougall Gallery, has perhaps been the most appreciative public 

gallery of Weeks’ endeavours, producing, for instance, a display of his work in 1987, curated by Neil Roberts: “John Weeks (1886-1965) 

Works Selected from the Permanent Collection,” 1 October -15 November 1987, accessed 1 August 2016, 

https://christchurchartgallery.org.nz/exhibitions/john-weeks. 

https://christchurchartgallery.org.nz/exhibitions/john-weeks
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to Cubism.  I provided an illustrated talk for the Gallery’s public programme.  During the 

course of my doctoral research Waite produced a Master’s thesis, A Way Through: Cubism 

and New Zealand Art 1930-1960 which primarily focused on John Weeks, Louise Henderson 

and Colin McCahon.71  Art New Zealand’s Summer 2015-6 issue, which included a feature 

on that exhibition, showcased an intriguing detail of Weeks’ Industry on its cover which I 

cover in detail in Chapter Three.72  The cover was also a belated coup for the artist who was 

known for his reticence.  

 

Matters of Modernism 

 

It is simply a fact, that about the time Weeks was producing tonal, painterly compositions of 

industry in a type of Impressionism, Charles Demuth, in his Pennsylvanian town, represented 

shapely factory apparatus in Machinery (1920, Met.Museum) in a finely delineated approach 

now dubbed Precisionism.  That year, Fernand Léger produced one of many abstract 

compositions, Mechanical Elements (1920, Met.Museum).  Leger’s impact reverberates in 

Weeks’ Homage to Leger of around 1950 some twenty years after experiencing his 

contemporary’s paintings first-hand.  Colloquially, Weeks is seen in positive terms as a 

pioneering modernist, and by as many as an unsuccessful modernist; a perceived deficit to his 

status.  Geoffrey Batchen in his article Local Modernisms: ‘…modernism is presented as 

something that is transmitted to the provinces from these centres – sometimes quickly, 

sometimes more slowly, but always arriving late and second-hand.’   Histories of art, he says, 

typically:  

… provide a procession of what its authors like to call ‘advanced art’, in which one 

artist or group of artists responds creatively to the work of predecessors or 

competitors in a percussive, survival-of-the-fittest, evolutionary model of history.73  

The making of art, in reality, has never been a tidily linear sequence of discrete movements or 

styles.  Perhaps understandably, art historians have sought patterns, categories and a sense of 

momentum, connectedness, and logic.  Weeks’ oeuvre challenges such an approach with its 

 
71. Julia Waite, “A Way Through: Cubism and New Zealand Art 1930-1960,” (Master’s thesis; University of Auckland, 2016). 

72. The image was produced in conjunction with Douglas Lloyd-Jenkin’s review of the exhibition Freedom and Structure: Cubism and New 

Zealand Art.  Art New Zealand, no. 156, Summer 2015-6, 94-97. 

73. Geoffrey Batchen, Guest Editorial, “Local Modernisms,” World Art 4, no.2 (2014): 7-8. 
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marked diverseness of approach.  Nodding at the history of cultural cringe in this particular 

“province,” I have previously stated that: 

[t]here is a sense, in the writings on Weeks, that he carries an uncertain status in the 

slow ‘race’ towards abstraction in New Zealand’s art history.  If [his] work is re-

evaluated in a more nuanced framework, one that does not primarily contextualise 

him by the extent of his contributions to modernism, a more fruitful discourse is 

allowed.74 

On the whole, Weeks has served as a sort of ‘proto’ modernist in the course of New 

Zealand’s eventual acceptance of abstraction.  Yet, when the words ‘modernist’ or 

‘modernistic’ were applied to art in New Zealand during the 1930s, it was generally to 

abbreviated representations that closely considered the unity of the picture plane through 

colour, shallow depth, and rhythm.75  Some of Weeks’ early works around 1920 feature these 

values, too.   

 

Avoiding the words ‘modern’ and ‘modernism,’ however, Shand framed Weeks with the 

hugely influential art writings by Roger Fry and Clive Bell:  

[Weeks’] philosophy of art was in the critical tradition of Fry and Clive Bell and 

stressed the unique artistic expression that resulted from an emphasis on the formal 

and structural elements of painting.76 

These writers seem a sensible fit in terms of dissemination of formalist writings to a pan-

Anglo readership during Weeks’ lifetime.  The scope of their approving eye across a global 

history of visual culture appears to echo in Weeks’ various lecture notes, as well as his 

general insistence by the 1940s that close naturalism in painting as an end-goal was 

misguided.  His enthusiasms and knowledge align with Fry’s writings on art as diverse as that 

from Egypt, Mesopotamia, Greece, Africa, China and Japan, from the Renaissance period to 

 
74. Kyla Mackenzie, “In Search of Arcadia: The Nude Compositions of John Weeks 1929 - c.1955,” The Journal of New Zealand Art 

History 33 (2012-3): 41.. 

75. Of Anna Lois White’s Deluge, for instance, a review notes: ‘Among the outstanding pictures, Miss Lois White's “Deluge,” an 

abstraction in the modern manner, will create much attention and possibly controversy.’ The knowledge that more ‘extreme’ forms of 

modernism exist, however, is suggested in the full title of the review.  New Zealand Herald, “Art Exhibits, Auckland Society, Annual 

Fixture, Wide Variety of Work, Restrained Modernism,” 18 May 1938. 

76. Peter Shand, “Weeks, John,” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, (Claudia Orange, ed.) Vol.4, 1921-1940 (Wellington: 

Department of Internal Affairs; Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1998), 559.   
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the Italian ‘Primitives’, to early cave paintings, children’s art, and Cubism.  Bell’s nebulous 

but stirring thesis of ‘significant form’ in his book Art published in 1914, was spawned from 

Fry’s earlier phrase ‘significant and expressive form.’77  The successful artwork did not 

parade sentiment, anecdote, narrative and Victorian moralising but instead emitted a far more 

important emotion: an aesthetic emotion produced in the viewer through formal relationships 

between colour, line, and forms.  There is no doubt Weeks will have approved with this 

general idea.  This ‘aesthetic emotion’ is arguably, if without direct identification, described 

through my formal analyses and the affects and effects therein.   

However, neither ‘significant form’ nor a reductive notion of modernism, nor tracing every 

single modern or historical antecedent, can adequately account for a given artwork by Weeks.  

Fry and Bell’s ideas are not, in any case, concrete or prescriptive.78   It is fair to speculate, 

though, in a circling manner, that the formalist views of Fry and Bell, developed in response 

to modern French painting, likely primed Weeks to positively embrace the lessons of French 

artist, theoretician and teacher, Lhote.  In turn, the decorative and architectural inclinations of 

Weeks’ early Aestheticist-Impressionist oeuvre of around 1916 help explain why he enjoyed 

the decorative colour and bold design of Scottish artist Samuel Peploe.  Peploe, in turn, had 

been inspired by painters on the Continent such as the Fauves.  Weeks’ approaches and 

theoretical interests were plural and fluid, however.  Remnants of a public lecture on modern 

art he delivered in 1933, for instance, contain a long extract from Herbert Read’s The 

Meaning of Art (1931) and text by Reginald Wilenski and art critic Paul George Konody 

(1872-1933).  Konody wrote on Futurist and war art, among other subjects.79    

 

The absence, or virtual absence, of reference to the observed world, was an essential 

characteristic of modernism for many later commentators, art historians and critics.  This is 

certainly the case in New Zealand art history where tracing local achievements in ‘pure’ or 

non-objective abstraction carried, and still carries, critical cachet.  In 1985, influential art 

historian Francis Pound stated ‘[Weeks] became a dominant figure in the...1930s and 1940s 

 
77. Lisa Tickner, Modern Life & Modern Subjects:British Art in the Early Twentieth Century (New Haven & London: Yale University 

Press, 2000), 124.  

78. J.B (Barry) Bullen sees Fry’s essays as philosophical, that they ‘…preserve something of the quality of highly informed and original 

conversation.  They are experimental and tentative.  They are not theoretical statement, they are points of view.’ Bullen, Vision and Design 

(London: Oxford University Press, 1981), xxv. 

79. Talk notes, ‘New Horizons’, John Weeks Papers, 2007/8/1/9 ‘Written copies of talks by Weeks), E.H. McCormick Research Library, 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 
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...with his newly imported mild brand of cubism, and... occasional near abstractions.’80  [My 

italics].  In one way or another, the artist is classed as a ‘mild modernist.’  Weeks’ mature 

oeuvre is noted in Dunn’s chapter titled Towards Modernism: the artist’s ‘arrival’ at the 

destination of modernism is unclear.  Perhaps Dunn himself was undecided.  There are 

continuing uncertainties around the fluid category of ‘modernism’ and its shifting alignment 

and misalignment with the word modern.  To be a modernist artist, rightly or wrongly, has 

been commonly understood as one who consciously works in the area of abstraction, but to 

what degree and how consistently?  Many of Weeks’ images are too hybrid or 

‘contradictory’, or too representational in their aesthetic to reassure an art historian on that 

count.  Weeks’ point of difference to most other local artists is not merely his formalist-

abstract bent, but his diversity of formal enquiry, in his very restless switching of visual 

languages.  These conflicts can also appear within a single work (fig.4, The Grand Canal, 

Venice).  His delicately detailed, empirical vision of Venice’s architecture, beneath a Turner-

like, honey-hued haze, contrasts with the ‘tipped-up’, flattened gondolas of the foreground.  

These boats echo those represented by his near contemporaries in France, such as Albert 

Marquet (1875-1947) and André Derain (1880-1954).   

 

 

Modernist art is still, in the minds of many, aligned with a purely formal, narrow definition 

sourced from Clement Greenberg (1909-1994) where painting had historically headed 

logically, ascetically, autonomously and reductively in the direction of flatness and non-

objectivity.  Prior to Greenberg’s theory, Alfred Barr produced the influential exhibition 

Cubism and Abstract Art in 1936 with a now famous schematic chart of how art supposedly 

 
80. Francis Pound, Forty Modern New Zealand Paintings (Auckland: Penguin Books, 1985), n.p. 

Fig.4.  The Grand Canal, Venice, c.1928 

Watercolour on paper 

376 x 286 mm 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 
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progressed in the twentieth century, ‘concluding’ with ‘non-geometrical’ and ‘geometrical’ 

abstract art.81  It may have been available to Weeks at some point late in his career, whose 

own oeuvre and development variously nodded to many of the artists and movements 

displayed in that show.  Later, Greenberg’s theory of the ‘rationale of modernist painting’ 

further shaped interpretation, framings, and status of artists in New Zealand, and in art history 

and art criticism at large.  In his famous essay ‘Modernist Painting’, he states: 

 

Realistic, naturalistic art had dissembled the medium, using art to conceal art; 

Modernism used art to call attention to art.  The limitations that constitute the medium 

of painting - the flat surface, the shape of the support, the properties of pigment - were 

treated by the Old Masters as negative factors that could be acknowledged only 

implicitly or indirectly.  Modernist painting has come to regard these same limitations 

as positive factors that are acknowledged openly…It was the stressing, however, of 

the ineluctable flatness of the surface that remained most fundamental in the processes 

by which pictorial art criticized and defined itself under Modernism.82 

 

The modernist painter was not merely one who rejected traditional illusionism and celebrated 

the material nature of pigment, but who worked in an autonomous language of abstraction.  

Flatness was the driving force in the influential history Greenberg describes from Manet 

onwards.  In this belief, which was widely accepted by modernist art historians, narrative, 

content, and autobiography are of no consequence.  They are a distraction from the goal of 

purity, and the decorative, such as in Weeks’ Venetian Sails (fig. 5), was a vulgarity the artist 

should never entertain.83  Most of Weeks’ work is figurative and his interest in the decorative 

is clear as will be seen.  Isolated objects in some of Weeks’ best-known paintings such as 

Fruit and Flowers (c.1931, Te Papa), striking in their volume and specificity, co-exist with 

the more unified, decorative values of their greater surroundings.   

 

 
81. In his conclusion, however, Barr states that of ‘very recent art…[g]eometric forms are now the exception... The non-geometric bio-

morphic forms of Arp and Miro and Moore are definitely in the ascendant.’  Alfred Barr, Cubism and Abstract Art (New York: Museum of 

Modern Art, 1936), 200.  

82. Francis Frascina and Charles Harrison (eds), Modern Art and Modernism: A Critical Anthology (London: Harper & Row, 1982), 6. 

83. John O’Brien (ed), “Clement Greenberg: The collected essays and criticism,” Volume Four: Modernism with a Vengeance 1957-1969 

(Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 43. 
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The images here are considered in ways that do not expunge subject or necessarily meet with 

the artist’s stated intention or opinions.  My study, then, does not continue with the dusty 

quest of establishing Weeks as a pioneer modernist in the Greenbergian sense, selecting only 

those works that seem best to serve this understanding.  This study does not, however, avoid 

the term modernism despite the anachronistic issues and slippage associated with it.  It still 

helps, despite its ambiguities, to distinguish the more naturalistic and empirical from the 

more abbreviated and distorted.  Janet Wolff addresses this issue:  

For some the divide between modernism and nonmodernism (realism) is far from 

clear; it is certainly the case that the terminology becomes very 

confused…Modernism is not necessarily abstract – the figure appears in Cubist and 

Futurist work – which makes the opposition of modernism/figurative art suspect.  

...Despite this, I have found it useful to employ what…has long operated (though 

always with a certain blurring at the boundary) as a dichotomy of style.84 

 

While there is no reason to throw the ‘baby out with the bath water’, except to stake out a 

snappy, muscular position in art history, Weeks’ position needs a new, broadened 

perspective.  Mine is to explore, in detail, a large selection of his most intriguing works, most 

of them never discussed before, and consider a range of effects and affects in them, their art 

historical context, and note archival and biographical material where appropriate.  Through 

this, and a thematic approach to his oeuvre, a far more colourful, connected picture emerges.   

This monographic study is inevitably partial and of its time, as are all commentaries.  As 

such, it reflects some of the concerns addressed in the widening, inter-disciplinary ‘new’ art 

 
84. Janet Woolf, AngloModern: Painting and Modernity in Britain and the United States (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003), 12. 

 

Fig. 5. Venetian Sails, c.1930 

Details and location unknown, 

Image courtesy of the John Leech 

photo archive. 
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history that formed from the 1970s onwards.  It is also part of ‘global art history.’  A current 

problem inherent to New Zealand’s European-spawned art history is the tension between 

desires to challenge cultural cringe and the inevitable comparison of our art with centuries of 

multifarious cultural production elsewhere.  The challenge to the progressivist underpinnings 

of art history is not new now, nor the desire to consider the socio-geographical conditions of 

modernity rather than merely formal vocabularies.  However, this text was written with some 

hope of easing the diminishing effects on artists at the ‘peripheries’ by standard histories.85    

 

Literature Review 

 
The difficulties in summing up Weeks’ variable, changeful oeuvre with its contradictory 

impulses have resulted in selective emphasis by different writers.  His presence in New 

Zealand art history is most visible and accessible in concise survey-style publications, 

available in school and university libraries, and Peter Shand’s biography for The Dictionary 

of New Zealand Biography (1998).86  While Weeks is represented in almost all national art 

surveys in this country, it remains a nominal place of acknowledgment.  In short, there is no 

extended discussion or book on his oeuvre.  A short account cannot be comprehensive, and 

what does exist on Weeks rarely nods to the multiple directions of his extraordinary oeuvre.  

The following is a selection of commentaries: at their shortest, they run to about two 

paragraphs.87  Further to the following texts, there is an exhibition catalogue (1955) on 

Weeks which was important material for this thesis.  The exhibition, organised between the 

Auckland City Art Gallery and the Auckland Society of Arts, was the first ‘comprehensive 

view’ of his work.88  The little catalogue contains a foreword by Pascoe Redwood, President 

of the Society), and an essay by Eric Westbrook, director of the Gallery.  It comprises a list of 

the artworks, unillustrated except for that on the cover, and a ‘brief chronology.’  There are 

 
85. Ambivalence inflects Fairburn’s thoughts from England in 1932.  The poet oscillates, but defends his country: ‘You know ‘how nice it is 

to be near the centre of things’?  Yes damn fine.  And NZ is a crude little hole, without doubt.  But… I’d like to go back to NZ and be a New 

Zealander.  Not a wistful student of French Impressionism and Post-Impressionism...’. Lauris Edmond, ed., The Letters of A.R.D Fairburn 

(Oxford University Press: Auckland, 1981), 62. 

86. Peter Shand, “Weeks, John,” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, (Claudia Orange, ed.) Vol.4, 1921-1940 (Wellington: 

Department of Internal Affairs; Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1998), 558-9.   

87. A recent publication featuring an artwork and short text on Weeks (Composition of Tools, c.1945) is the museum survey New Zealand 

Art at Te Papa (2018) written by curator Chelsea Nicols: Mark Stocker (ed), New Zealand Art at Te Papa (Wellington, New Zealand: Te 

Papa Press, 2018). 

88. Auckland City Art Gallery and Auckland Society of Arts, John Weeks (Auckland: Pelorus Press, 1955). 
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errors in this catalogue, despite the artist being on hand to assist. 89  Although a small number 

of the titles listed have dates, Weeks’ development is not easy to discern. 

A roughly chronological order of published texts on the artist follows.  Some cultural context, 

where known and relevant, is helpful in understanding the contents.  Hamish Keith and 

Gordon Brown’s co-written books came out in 1969 and 1982.90  Gil Docking’s survey of 

New Zealand painting was in 1971.91  Michael Dunn's editions on New Zealand painting 

were published in 1991, and revised and expanded in 2003.92  These three surveys (including 

revised reprints) have been the most accessible resources on Weeks, and have dominated 

New Zealand art history.   

Hamish Keith and Gordon Brown produced Introduction to New Zealand Painting, 1839 to 

1967, (1969) around the same time that Auckland Art Gallery director Gilbert (Gil) Docking 

was researching and writing Two Hundred Years of New Zealand Painting.  Keith and 

Brown’s Introduction followed on the heels of New Zealand Art - Painting 1827-1967, a 

much smaller publication produced by Keith, Mark Young and Peter Tomory in 1968.  

Weeks, as with the other artists, was represented by a short biography, and a sketch, 

Waitakere Road Cutting (c.1938).  The authors indicate Weeks’ interest in design and write 

that, ‘…in later years [he] turned more and more to abstraction.’93 

The much larger publication in 1969 by Brown and Keith provides chapters on selected 

(male) artists: Heaphy, Fox, Kinder, Nairn, van der Velden, Perkins, Woollaston, McCahon, 

and Hanly, with other more general chapters.94  The latter weave in mentions of various 

artists, including Weeks.  The two main paragraphs supplied (separated by six pages) appear 

in ‘The Search for a National Identity.’  This title would lead the knowing reader to believe it 

was Keith’s text.  Keith, an unusually forceful voice on New Zealand culture, has been a 

strong protagonist for a nationalist art history, one that draws on the views of earlier 

 
89. Auckland City Art Gallery, John Weeks, 1955.  Pascoe Redwood states: ‘Mr Weeks’ advice and help…adds immeasurably to the value 

of the Exhibition’. n.p. 

90. Gordon Brown and Hamish Keith, An Introduction to New Zealand Painting: 1839-1967 (Auckland: Collins, 1969); Brown and Keith. 

An Introduction to New Zealand Painting, 1839-1980, 2nd ed. (Auckland: Collins, 1982). 

91. Gil Docking, Two Hundred Years of New Zealand Painting (Auckland: A.H & A.W Reed, 1971). 

92. Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History (Revised and Expanded) (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2003); Dunn, 

A concise history of New Zealand Painting (Auckland: David Bateman; N.S.W, 1991). 

93. Of the watercolour Waitakere Road Cutting (c.1938) , they state that it:‘…shows the artist’s command of “design” as he called it…’ 

Hamish Keith, Mark Young and Peter Tomory, New Zealand Art - Painting 1827-1967 (Wellington: A.H. & A.W. Reed, 1968), 20.
 

94. Brown and Keith, An Introduction to New Zealand Painting, 1969. 



 

26 

 

commentators.  However, the book’s preface suggests it is Brown’s chapter.95  Nevertheless, 

the text, at its outset, sketches a perceived continuum of artists seeking to convey unique 

national characteristics, especially New Zealand’s clear bright light and the subject of 

landscape.96  Weeks’ apparent search for national identity is not discussed but implicitly tied 

to his nocturnal subject, the dour A New Zealand Mountain Stream (Collection of Victoria 

University, not illustrated).  This thesis later discusses what indeed appears to be a genuine, if 

certainly not all-consuming, desire on the artist’s part to convey an atmosphere and force he 

deemed unique to the ‘New Zealand’ he loved.   

The book also establishes that Weeks, after he travelled through Europe and Morocco, was 

thought a ‘… ‘very fine artist’ – a reputation that rapidly grew…’97  The authors indicate that: 

‘[a] good deal of the work…drew largely upon drawings and studies made during his 

wanderings and from the experience when studying for most of 1928 at Andre Lhote’s 

Academy.’98  Most in this thesis, however, do not fit this description.  The text also states, 

Weeks was the ‘acknowledged leader of the Auckland modernists,’ and: 

…although his improvisations and occasionally over-organised compositions 

appealed to those who claimed some education in the modern ways of painting, his 

influence on the students under him was not as great as might have been expected.99 

 

In terms of “influence,” or apparent lack of, we do not know the extent of what students or 

followers, including Vida Steinert, Helen Brown, Frances Hunt, Louise Henderson, Melvin 

Day, Charles and John Tole, and Wilfred Stanley Wallis, had access to.  During the course of 

this research, I have found more direct evidence of Weeks’ contribution and impact, though 

there is not the room to fully reflect on the paintings of others that carry his genes. 

 

It is evident in the book that the writers or writer, through scattered reference, attempt to 

make sense of Weeks’ diverse interests.  Brown attempts to summarise his oeuvre:  

 
95. Browns’ texts include, ‘…three general chapters covering the period from the middle eighteen-eighties to the late nineteen-forties.’ 

Brown and Keith, 7.   

96. Brown and Keith, 10.  The Introduction states: ‘The preoccupation of a great many New Zealand painters with light and forms 

associated with the landscape suggest a common factor in New Zealand painting.’  Although Keith’s sections comprise mainly of landscape 

subjects, the book at large represents many other genres, such as portraiture. 

97. Brown and Keith, 106. Whose phrase is quoted is unclear. 

98. Brown and Keith, 106. 

99. Brown and Keith, 106. 
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…his work personified for the New Zealander of the day the whole meaning of the 

modern movement in art.  Today these works appear rather tame and it is his less 

deliberate landscapes and still-lives that reveal his true contribution to New Zealand 

painting.  In these …his outlook was conditioned by a mild and rather English form of 

Cubism, that in his landscapes suggests Paul Nash’s paintings of the nineteen-

twenties, while the compositional approach to his still-lifes owes something to 

Cézanne.  Weeks’ best work is distinguished by its pictorial organisation… On 

occasions [he] seems to have escaped his rather self-conscious approach to his art, and 

…took on a livelier, freer appearance.100 

 

While Weeks appears, initially, to be couched within a regional or nationalist category by 

way of a landscape image and chapter title, it seems that both his Cézannesque still lifes and 

‘less deliberate’ landscapes are his most important works.  Weeks’ work appears ‘tame’ and 

apparently mild and English in his use of Cubism, and yet he is implicitly yoked to a 

preoccupation with national identity.101  It is largely formal vocabulary that is discussed and 

there are conflicting undertows.  Specific examples are not signalled in the commentary, or 

what is meant by ‘true contribution’, but it initially appears to be ‘pictorial organisation.’  

However, Weeks was also at his best when his works were ‘freer’ in formal vocabulary.102   

 

The eclectic artist poses a challenge to the art historian: some will sift out those examples 

considered most innovative or appealing at the time of writing, and others will describe their 

range in more equitable, objective terms.  It should be noted that three of Weeks’ main formal 

impulses were a geometricised and flatter vocabulary, a looser, drawn approach using heavy 

outlines, and a lusher, painterly style, with overlap between the three vocabularies.  There is 

much that is ‘deliberate’ and familiar in Brown and Keith’s chosen reproduction, the studio 

painting, A New Zealand Mountain Stream, related as it is to many other compositions of the 

same theme and similar format.  The authors later nod at Weeks’ pursuit of the 

expressionistic, symbolic, and somewhat theatrical: ‘[t]o some extent …John Tole, shared 

 
100. Brown and Keith, 112. 

101. Brown, also an art critic, had written on Weeks’s ‘mild cubism’ in a positive light two years prior.  Of Study of Trees, Waiheke Island, 

[c.1930s, Waikato Museum] he writes: ‘[‘Weeks’] modernism was best put to use in a much more moderate way, and the mild cubism of … 

“Study of Trees, Waiheke Island” is more convincing than some of the more aggressive forms of modernism.’  Gordon H. Brown, “Weeks – 

A turning point in NZ art,” Auckland Star, 22 June 1967. 
102. Brown and Keith, An Introduction, 1969, 112. 
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Weeks’ inclination for a neo-romantic nostalgia….’103  There is a complex truth to Weeks’ 

use of ‘New Zealand’ subjects and his intentions.  As I will explore later, Weeks’ landscape 

themes and treatment includes the high, flattened colour and arabesque movements of Study 

for River Clay Banks, loosely rendered pastoral scenes with somewhat striated Cézannesque 

paint application, the restricted, two colour-palette and enigma of Roadway Through King 

Country, and the dark, textured surfaces, spatial ambiguity, and claustrophobia of Cavern. 

Around the time that Auckland Art Gallery director Gil Docking was getting his text in order, 

the Director of the National Gallery of New Zealand, Melvin Day, wrote the essay for an 

exhibition of John Weeks: The works of John Weeks in the national collection (1970).  Day 

was also an artist who had been a very young Elam student in the 1930s.  The article covers 

the highlights of Weeks’ travels and exposures, and reproduces works in the collection 

(which, for the most part, are poor examples of his work).  It includes actual diagrams and 

data on mathematical organisation of compositions, and classical references provided by the 

artist to Melvin Day when he was younger and seeking advice.  Day then wrote an article, 

‘John Weeks: A Distinguished New Zealand Painter,’ published in Asian Pacific Quarterly 

(1972) which reused much of the biographical material with some direct comments on 

specific works.104  He also wrote an article on the friendship between Weeks and devoted 

friend and follower Wilfred Stanley Wallis (who was also Day’s friend) in ‘The Rotorua 

Connection: John Weeks & Wilfred Stanley Wallis’ in Art New Zealand.105  Day acts 

primarily as art historian in these texts, which is a strange fit with the reality of his own 

inclusion in that history and his mentorship by Weeks.106  In the Quarterly article, Day states 

at the outset that ‘the contribution made by the late John Weeks to New Zealand painting 

between the years 1930 and 1950 was most considerable.’107  In doing so, he helps establish 

the terms of engagement: the period deemed worthy of focus in this oeuvre.  He provides a 

rare account of the artist as a person, which includes a provocative description of the artists’ 

manner of speaking: ‘[h]is comments on art and artists were pithy and spiked with a wide 

 
103. Brown and Keith, New Zealand Painting, 1969, 131. 

104. Melvin Day, “John Weeks: A Distinguished New Zealand Painter,” Asian Pacific Quarterly of Cultural and Social Affairs III, no.4 

(Spring, 1972): 83.  

105. Melvin Day, “The Rotorua Connection: John Weeks & Wilfred Stanley Wallis,” Art New Zealand, no.22, Summer 1981/1982, 34-38. 
106. While Day refers to the teacher’s ‘followers’, his own interest in Weeks’ ideas through letters and visits is absent from this early 

narrative.  Day, “John Weeks: A Distinguished New Zealand Painter,” 83.   

107. Day, 80. 
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range of the New Zealand vernacular.’108  In the Quarterly, as in the National Gallery booklet 

on Weeks, Day includes much biography, including entertaining accounts of the artist’s life 

and travels.  He indicates his training, and rising professionalism by 1920.109  Weeks’ travel 

highlights threaten to overshadow his artistic accomplishments.  Day points generally to 

encounters of modern art by Weeks and, for instance, notes French painter Albert Marquet in 

relation to the diagonal emphases and muted colour in the awkward Winter on the Seine, (n.d, 

Te Papa).110 

As with many art historical surveys, big on the general, short on the specific, the images 

reproduced in Michael Dunn’s 1991 edition of A Concise History of New Zealand Painting 

are not directly discussed.  Weeks appears in a chapter titled Towards Modernism and is 

represented by a high definition, large photograph of Cavern from the University of 

Auckland collection.111  It overshadows the adjacent text on the artist and seems to ‘fill in’ 

for the absence of extended commentary.112  In contrast, Eric Lee-Johnson, whose more 

coherent career and sustained local-conservationist concerns are easier to summarise, 

receives over a page of text, and yet with a tiny black-and-white image.  This is in direct 

reversal of Docking’s rationing, discussed next, where Weeks covers three to four pages of 

lively, sympathetic commentary, in contrast to the plodding half-page coverage of Lee-

Johnson which follows.  Dunn slightly expanded his text on Weeks’ oeuvre in his second 

edition in 2003, with an additional image: Weeks’ watercolour and pencil representation El 

Maiz, 1927.  In this representation of a Moroccan fortified desert town, gentle tonally-close 

washes of watercolour often depart from the forms they help describe.  The watercolour both 

echoes a tradition of British landscape watercolourists and implicitly nods to Weeks’ interest 

in abstract values; an alternative, therefore, to his examples that nod to modern French 

painting.  Dunn includes a little more description of the artist’s subjects and formal 

vocabularies, and writes with understatement: ‘[Weeks] was something of an eclectic painter 

 
108. Day, 81. 

109. Day, 80.. ‘In 1920 he emerged as an exhibition artist and began showing work at the Auckland Society of Arts exhibitions.’  Weeks, in 

fact, exhibited nationally, including in Wellington. 

110. Day, 81. ‘Those days were exciting and stimulating ones in the history of European art.  Leger, Le Corbusier and, of course, Picasso 

were producing their supremely logical Cubist works which, as we shall see, certainly imprinted themselves onto Weeks’ memory.’   

111. Dunn, A concise history of New Zealand Painting (Auckland: David Bateman; N.S.W, 1991), Plate 43. 

112. Dunn, A concise history of New Zealand Painting, 1991, 101. 
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who continued to experiment into the last years of his life’.113  He is the first of the published 

authors to acknowledge the difficulties in assessing the artist’s oeuvre: 

Since Weeks rarely if ever dated his work and fire destroyed a large amount of it in 

1948 [correct date 1949], there are question marks about precisely when he made his 

most inventive paintings.114 

It is unclear which ‘inventive’ works are referred to, or if Cavern is one of them, but its 

inclusion suggests it is.115  He frames Weeks’ formalist interest and approach with training at 

Lhote’s school which: 

…helped him to pick up some knowledge of Cubism and also to evolve a preference 

for formalist qualities in painting.  He began to construct his imagery from a basis of 

shape, colour and texture rather than truth to appearances.116   

Weeks certainly owed much to his time under Lhote and experiences in Europe.  However, as 

this thesis explores, Weeks’ art-for-art’s-sake bent, rather than ‘truth to appearances,’ was in 

evidence by 1916, and included a simplification of pictorial ingredients, interest in decorative 

colour for its own sake, use of a shallow or obfuscated pictorial space, and formal unities 

across his compositions.  Dunn also notes his use of dark outlines around forms, particularly 

industrial subjects: ‘[h]e outlined his subjects to give design interest…’.117  This is indeed 

true of many of Weeks’ works, but it is not a universal trait of his post 1930 oeuvre.  Dunn 

states: ‘While Weeks did have a strong influence as a teacher, his pupils, such as Frances 

Hunt, did not really develop any aspects of his work further than he had himself.’118  The 

word ‘further’ is an open-ended, uncertain word here.  Frances Hunt remains under-reviewed 

– the extent of her development is apparently unknown.  Recently, Charles and John Tole, 

 
113. Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History (Revised and Expanded), (Auckland:  Auckland University Press, 2003),  

107 and plate 94. 

114. Dunn, New Zealand Painting, 2003, 107, and Dunn, 1991, 101. 

115. Dunn, 2003, 108.  Thomas McCormack’s calligraphic style of work is noted immediately after the work of Weeks and deemed neither 

‘inventive or modernist’, though Dunn notes it had fresh appeal for many contemporaneous critics and viewers. 

116. Dunn, New Zealand Painting, 2003, 107.   
117. Dunn, 107. 

118. Dunn, 108. 
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Stanley Wallis, Day, and Henderson, while firmly celebrated in their own rights, were more 

linked with their mentor in the exhibition and book Freedom and Structure: Cubism and New 

Zealand Art 1930-1960.119  Helen Brown, who was in a relationship with Weeks for several 

years, developed a sparing, planar and low-toned approach with coastal subjects, for 

example.120  Louise Henderson also took some part in Elam classes, and became one of his 

keenest, most productive and diverse followers outside the School, with an oeuvre including 

bush themes, figure compositions, still life, themes of architecture, industry, and abstractions.  

As noted later, she confessed to being almost overwhelmed by the diverse oeuvre in Weeks’ 

studio, but was ultimately galvanised to expand her practice.  These followers and friends 

were motivated by Weeks’ example, advice, knowledge and practice, and his rare position as 

a New Zealand artist who insisted that art and its expressive potential was a serious vocation.  

The narrow requirements of Elam School of Art, however, did not aim to nurture the 

ambitions of those seeking vivid personal expression or abstraction, as evident in my chapter, 

‘‘Strange Things’: Nature and Abstraction.’ 

 

Australian Gilbert (Gil) Docking (1919-2015) arrived in Auckland with his wife, the artist 

Shay Docking, not long before Weeks’ death.  He was director of the Auckland City Art 

Gallery from 1965, and began work on the large book, Two Hundred Years of New Zealand 

Painting in 1966, completing it in 1971.  Docking, many decades later, was still surprised at 

Weeks’ efforts: ‘… this boy from the bush’, who he felt had covered so much ground – 

artistically and physically, in the form of overseas study, experience and training.121  An air 

of amusement registers in Docking’s earlier grasp of Weeks within New Zealand’s twentieth-

century art scene: 

 

Weeks was seized upon and offered up to the god of national identity – when all he 

wanted to do was paint.  His reticence and unwillingness to play a national role is still 

 
119. The exhibition curated by Julia Waite ran from Saturday 16 May 2015 to Sunday 10 April 2016 at the Auckland Art Gallery Toi o 

Tāmaki.   

120. Both Joan Mackie and Ron Stenberg mentioned women Weeks had had relationships with.  Helen Brown and Weeks were involved by 

the early 1940s, but the exact time-frame is unknown.  Joan Mackie in phone interview with the author, 1 December 2011; Stenberg in 

interview with the author, 22 June 2011, Birkenhead, Auckland. 

121. Docking in interview with the author, Paddington, Sydney, 4 November 2014. 
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a cause of his underestimation as a painter.  He simply loved the craft of painting, of 

experimenting with mediums… 122 

 

Docking was well placed to know if this was truly how the artist felt at that point in time.  

However, his opinion is also perhaps a conflation of the contemporary Auckland’s art scene’s 

intellectual milieu and earlier currents of localism in New Zealand arts and literature.  

Docking’s professional life may also have sharpened certain perspectives on “New 

Zealandism” within the text.  There was antipathy between the new Director and his New 

Zealand co-workers Keith and Brown, who released their Introduction to New Zealand 

Painting in 1969. 123  With a chuckle, the elderly Docking recalled: ‘New Zealand identity 

was the serious conversation of the day.  You couldn’t be flippant about it.’124  In terms of 

Weeks playing ‘a national role’ as a painter, however, the truth is complicated, and muddled 

by the losses due to the Fire.  Many of his ‘New Zealand’ subjects feature generalised forms 

and the abstracting effects of colour and texture, but with observed realities and localist 

sentiment concerning bush decline, clearance and erosion.  As noted in the next chapter, the 

archives reveal that in the early to middle 1940s, Weeks was particularly preoccupied with 

distilling certain rugged qualities of the country: ‘the stark reality of nature …so strongly 

present in the class of New Zealand landscape that appeals to [me].’125 

 

The relatively generous page space Docking gave to Weeks’ career is partly related to his 

recent first-hand contact with the artist before his death.  He believed that Weeks had felt ‘on 

the outer’ in terms of the public galleries.126  In 1970, the Gallery director organised the 

purchase of paintings that had been on long-term loan to Auckland City Gallery.127  He also 

assisted beneficiary Hilda O’Connor in dispersing some of the deceased artist’s paintings and 

 
122. Gil Docking, Two Hundred Years of New Zealand Painting (Auckland: A.H & A.W Reed, 1971), 132. 

123. Docking indicated that Colin McCahon, while teaching at Elam School of Art, was collegial and ‘very helpful’, but Hamish Keith and 

Gordon Brown were not.  Associates outside the Gallery included art historian Eric McCormick (1906-1995), who he also recalled as, 

‘…very helpful’.  Docking in interview with the author, Paddington, Sydney, 4 November 2014. 

124. Docking, 4 November 2014.  One particular source of resentment, and which is still mentioned in Auckland circles today, was his 

nepotistic choice to include Australian wife and artist Shay Docking in his publication, despite the obvious ramifications of such a move.   

125. Weeks’ description of these two paintings, The Bed of a New Zealand Gorge and An Early Settler’s Homestead, can be seen in his 

statement (c.1945): ‘The Painter’s Comments on Two Pictures For Presentation to Carnegie Corporation of New York,’ RC2007/8/1/6, E H 

McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki, gift of the Estate of John Gerrard Francis O'Connor, 2007. 

126 Docking, 4 November 2014.   
127. Letter from Docking to author, 19 December 2013. 
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drawings.128  A large selection of the late artist’s oeuvre, many of which were unfinished, 

were distributed via representatives of the four provincial galleries of Dunedin, Wellington, 

Christchurch and Auckland through a rotating ballot system.129  Though Docking was to play 

a key role in assisting O’Connor carry out Weeks’ wishes for a distribution of work, the 

large, somewhat random selection of work allocated for the public collections is difficult to 

account for.130 

 

Docking reproduced the now-familiar Limestone Valley, King Country (c.1943, A.A.G), and 

black-and-white images of Fruit and Flowers, (c.1930, Te Papa) and Precision Carbon 

Holder (c.1949, A.A.G).  The chapter has the broad title of New Developments, and Weeks 

features in the subchapter: New Impulses.  Docking’s interest in the artist’s life and 

endeavours counterpoints perfunctory nearby accounts, such as that of Lois White.  Much 

subsequent summary on Weeks has relied on this engaging reading material.  The artist, when 

Docking met him, was a poorly seventy-nine year- old, living alone and with no nearby 

relations.131  The author’s pleasure in conveying pathos in this early summary of Weeks is 

evident as noted earlier: the artist’s ‘…joy in painting seemed to join the ashes.’132  However, 

Weeks’ production, from the late 1940s onwards, was increasingly affected by health, family 

burdens at home, responsibilities for the family property called “Thornhills”, as well as his 

job at Elam.133  By the early 1960s, his health was poor and at that time, he had virtually 

stopped painting.  His ‘last’ compositions, however, were not ‘works based on machinery’, as 

 
128. O’Connor was a married friend with two young sons, Peter and John.  She had provided house-keeping for the family over the years.  

Only one former Elam student, the late Josephine Towsey, mentioned Hilda’s husband.  She believed that he had some involvement in 

selling the estate art.  Josephine Towsey in interview with the author, 10 August 2015. 
129. The details of the arrangement reported by Docking in 1971 did not align well with his recollections by letter to me of 19/12/13.  He 

remembers acting more or less alone, rather than with the reported committee members.  ‘The idea of sharing [the works by ballot system 

amongst the Galleries] was mine [and] worked out with Hilda’.  See: Survey, Christchurch City Council: Robert McDougall, ‘John Weeks, 

O.B.E., February 1971. https://christchurchartgallery.org.nz/media/uploads/2010_08/Survey1.pdf 

130. Archives New Zealand Te Rua Mahara o te Kawanatanga,‘Will of John Weeks,’ [BBAE 1570 1871 P2616/1965]. 

131. Letters to Weeks reveal he had cousins in Hamilton who were still writing to him in the early 1960s, however attempts to locate 

existing descendants drew a blank.  The John Weeks Papers: RC 2007/8/1/2, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi 

o Tāmaki. 

132. Docking, Two Hundred Years of New Zealand Painting, 133. 

133. The name “Thornhills” as an address appears on Weeks’ military record (crossed out with the new location of his address at Francis 

McCracken’s home in Edinburgh). See:  Archives New Zealand, Wellington office, WEEKS, John – WW1 3/3446 – Army (Item ID 

R22017520).  Ian Thwaites and Rie Fletcher also note that Auckland’s Thornhill Group derived its name from Weeks’ home.  ‘The name 

was derived from John Weeks' residence, where he had his studio.’  The Group which exhibited in 1950 and 1951 featured work by Charles 

and John Tole, Helen Brown, Louise Henderson, Alison Pickmere, W.S.Wallis and John Weeks.’  They state.  ‘The group embraced 

modernist abstract painting.’  Ian Thwaites and Rie Fletcher, We Learnt to See: Elam's Rutland Group 1935-195; a biographical journey 

with Auckland artists (Auckland: Puriri Press, 2004), 423. 
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suggested by Docking, that is, his painting did not cease after making Precision Carbon 

Holder (1949-50) for instance.  Docking overlooks his inclusion in the Auckland Art 

Gallery’s Object and Image exhibition of 1954 dedicated to abstract and semi-abstract works, 

and fails to note Weeks’ large, well-received Retrospective in 1955.  Docking, though, 

provides a lively summary of Weeks’ oeuvre and his enthusiasms.  He is the first to set the 

repetitions rolling, too: ‘Slowly his work became more abstract.’134     

 

Peter Shand’s account of Weeks in 1998 for The Dictionary of New Zealand provides a much 

fuller biography than those previously.135  He indicates the importance of Weeks for a 

number of followers and students; not including Melvin Day, however.  In terms of art, the 

summary concentrates on the artist’s career after 1929, and his study at Lhote’s academy.  

According to Shand, it was Weeks’ ‘extended period of travel and study’ before his final 

return to Auckland that ‘was to establish the basic patterns of the aesthetic enquiries of his 

mature career.’136  He also carefully states that: 

 

A catastrophic fire that gutted the school’s premises on 15 January 1949 destroyed 

possibly as many as 200 of Weeks’ paintings and drawings.  This event marked, in his 

view, the nadir of his career and he ceased to be a prolific painter.137 

 

Shand’s novel argument is to suggest that, ‘[i]ronically, many of his truly significant works 

may be assumed to date from around or after this period…’.138  He indicates the artist was 

increasingly recognised by ‘the mid-1940s’ and that he was included in Auckland City Art 

Gallery’s ‘Object and Image’ show in 1954.  The retrospective of 1955 is noted, as is Weeks’ 

award for services to the arts.  Shand’s emphasis is clear: ‘the drive to abstraction which is a 

vital factor in his work is unlikely to date from before 1945.’139  Of Weeks’ later career, he 

further states, but without examples:  [Weeks] ‘slowly achieved a simplification of form and 

structure and a clarity of line in an attempt to discover a distillation of the essence of the 

 
134. Gil Docking, Two Hundred Years of New Zealand Painting (Auckland: A.H & A.W Reed, 1971), 132. 

135. Peter Shand trained as an art historian and is currently the Head of Elam School of Art.  

136. Shand, “Weeks, John,” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, (Claudia Orange, ed.) Vol.4, 1921-1940 (Wellington: Department 

of Internal Affairs; Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1998), 558.   

137. Shand, “Weeks, John,” 559. 
138. Shand, 559. 

139. Shand, 559. 
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subject or object and moved into an increasingly abstract style of painting.’140  The statement 

suggests a progression: a constant, focused, incremental movement towards abstraction.  

However, Weeks appears to have worked in multiple directions for much of his oeuvre which 

oscillated between more descriptive modes and more pared back formalism.  Weeks’ cropped 

river motifs, for instance, vary in their abbreviation and formal language and can be 

understood as an explorative series in trying to balance a ‘feeling’ for nature’s energy and 

texture with purely abstract concerns.  It is correct that a particularly intent preoccupation 

with abstraction emerges in his oeuvre by the mid-1940s but it is even possible this was a 

return of interest in earlier avenues of thought.  By the 1950s, he used a view-finder to 

extrapolate from larger, sometimes older compositions, for the purposes of discovering new 

arrangements.141  However, a recurring preoccupation with simplification of form is to be 

found across this oeuvre.  In other words, his abstract concerns are always present.  If 

anything, some of Weeks’ most complex paintings and drawings occur in his later career.  

Abstract: The Table (1952, The Hocken Collections) is one example.   

 

In 1999, an exhibition held by the Adam Art Gallery included a female figure composition 

from the Victoria University Collection in Wellington.  Curator Linda Tyler wrote an 

exhibition essay which pivots around Figure Composition I, noted later on in this thesis.142  

Tyler also includes Still Life with Yellow Jug (fig. 30, p.274) and Composition of Figures (fig. 

32, p.234) as examples of ‘an instance of the influence of French modernist painting on the 

development of art in New Zealand in the 1950s.’  As well as reference to Week’s tutor 

Lhote, there is the introductory inclusion of a quote by T.J. Clark, along with Clement 

Greenberg; her essay is sub-titled The Still Point of New Zealand Modernist Painting: John 

Weeks’ Decorative Designs: 

Picasso’s and Braque’s way of organising a picture was borrowed, adapted, fought 

against by almost all subsequent art, and very often taken as the still point of 

modernism – the set of works in which modernity found itself a style.143  (My italics). 

 
140. Shand, 559. 

141. Interview with Melvin Day, 31 July 2013, Seatoun, Wellington. 
142. Linda Tyler, An Exhibition, including Figure Composition I: The Still Point of New Zealand Modernist Painting; ‘John Weeks’ 

Decorative Designs,’ (ed.) Christina Barton, Exhibition series: “Manufacturing meaning: The Victoria University of Wellington Art 

Collection in Context, 22 September 1999 - 31 January 2000,” (Wellington: Victoria University, 1999).  

143. ‘Picasso’s and Braque’s way of organising a picture was borrowed, adapted, fought against by almost all subsequent art, and very often 

taken as the still point of modernism – the set of works in which modernity found itself a style.’  T.J.Clark, Farewell To an Idea: Episodes 

From a History of Modernism (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1999), 175. 
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However, Weeks did not take up one style such as Cubism and stay ‘still’ as this thesis 

explores.  At the outset, she states: ‘Weeks’ role in sustaining a modernist approach to 

painting in New Zealand is often overlooked.’144  After establishing Weeks’ impact on 

Henderson’s direction towards Parisian cubism, Tyler concluded that hers is a ‘different type 

of modernism, and one which seems to be much more radical.’145  This may be why, in 

Tyler’s opinion, Weeks has been ‘overlooked.’  The essay circles around the nude theme of 

Figure Composition I, positioning it within modernism, modernity, and nods at the genre and 

politics of the female nude in art history.  The art historical tradition ‘had long since 

transformed the sexual force of female nakedness into a convention, even if for feminists the 

nude is not neutral as an artistic subject.’146  Tyler concludes that ‘Weeks’ bodies, then, are 

both moderne and modern’, which appears to refer to the artist straddling modern art as well 

as the spirit and the streamlined geometries of the design and architectural style art 

moderne.147  His Cubism, Tyler suggests, is moderated by art moderne as seen in Figure 

Composition I.  Tyler considers the zeitgeist of the late 1920s in Paris against Weeks’ 

imagery: 

 

...the geometricisation of form and structure coupled with the mood of relaxation or 

pleasure provide a link to the Deco style which would have prevailed in Paris while 

Weeks was a student...148  

 

It is not entirely a positive association for Weeks, however: ‘His reiteration of angular forms 

and careful colour contrasts seems cautious, more moderne than modern.’149  The primary 

painting in question is perhaps one of the most lacklustre of the artist’s figure compositions.  

He is ‘overlooked’, but Tyler seems to imply, in this instance at least, that she can see why.  

She identifies some of the tension that occurs when the term modernist is applied to an 

example such as Figure Composition I.  She states: ‘[H]istories of modernism often construe 

 
144. Linda Tyler, An Exhibition, including Figure Composition I:The Still Point of New Zealand Modernist Painting; John Weeks’ 

Decorative Designs, (ed.) Christina Barton, Exhibition series: “Manufacturing meaning: The Victoria University of Wellington Art 

Collection in Context, 22 September 1999 - 31 January 2000,” (Wellington: Victoria University, 1999). u.p. 

145. Tyler, “John Weeks’ Decorative Designs,” u.p. 

146. Tyler. 

147. Tyler. 

148. Tyler. 

149. Tyler. 
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decoration in painting as a dangerous quantity.’150  Her essay is prefaced with Clement 

Greenberg’s famous sentence that ‘Decoration is the spectre that haunts modernist painting, 

and part of the latter’s formal mission is to find ways of using the decorative against itself.’151  

Weeks’ deployment of the decorative and two dimensional, nevertheless, she says, anticipates 

Greenberg’s conception of the decorative as inherent in modern painting.152  Tyler’s 

additional use of art historical context: the paysage decoratif, including an example by Lhote, 

and the period and place in which the key painting in question was produced, also freshens up 

the slight literature on Weeks.  Ambivalence and oscillation mark this essay, however, and 

not merely because of the complexities at the heart of Greenberg’s criticism which are not the 

purview of this thesis.  Weeks’ hybrid paintings, his decorative leanings (fig. 6. Study, 

c.1938), and eclecticism at large, rattle the cage of category.  If we leave aside the 

expectation of a modern painting or paintings that would meet with Greenberg’s approval or 

consistently with his writings, a very different discussion takes place.   

 

 

 

Keith, decades after his survey texts with Brown, published The Big Picture: A history of 

New Zealand art from 1642 in 2007.  Weeks, like many others, is only fleetingly mentioned, 

sharing a sentence with his friend Sydney Thompson, in which they are positioned, 

sympathetically, as artists with diminished reputations.153  Weeks is again represented by a 

 
150. Tyler. 

151. John O’Brien (ed), Clement Greenberg: The collected essays and criticism: Volume Four: Modernism with a Vengeance 1957-1969 

(Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 43. 

152. ‘Writing to his parents the following year, he summarised what he had learnt of the relationship between artistic quality and decorative 

ordering…In so doing, he anticipates Clement Greenberg’s argument that in order to be considered adequately pictorial a modern painting’s 

decorative qualities…had to be combined with an emphasis on the painting as a two dimensional material object… .’ Tyler, “John Weeks’ 

Decorative Designs,” u.p. 
153. Hamish Keith, The Big Picture: A history of New Zealand art from 1642 (Auckland: Random House, 2007). 

Fig. 6. Study, c.1938 

Crayon on paper 

Measurements not available 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki  

RC 2010/1/12 (Uncatalogued) 
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nocturnal representation of a craggy river: the dark, rugged and theatrical, Limestone Valley, 

King Country.154  Keith states of travelling artists: 

…we also seemed to believe that artists who returned had somehow failed.  Even 

artists who came back to make a considerable contribution to New Zealand art still 

carried this kind of stigma regardless of their achievements.  [Thompson] and John 

Weeks who, with paintings like Cavern and Limestone Valley, moved the students at 

Auckland’s [Elam] School of Art a step or two closer to Modernism, are two among 

many whose reputations seem to suffer from returning.155 

 

While the book Keith co-authored with Brown decades earlier recognised Weeks’ reputation 

within his lifetime, this is now lost amidst the pursuit of other trains of thought.  The ‘stigma’ 

Keith refers to is unclear as to meaning.  The artist’s reputation after his return was, in fact, 

excellent, despite local criticisms about ‘foreign’ influence as noted later.   

 

Poet and art writer David Eggleton’s Towards Aotearoa: A Short History of Twentieth 

Century New Zealand Art (2007) is an ambitious account of New Zealand art.  He indicates 

that his agenda is partly a subjective approach to each image.156  Eggleton devotes over a 

page to Weeks’ Limestone Valley, King Country (c.1943, Auckland Art Gallery) and states: 

‘[H]is most remarkable paintings are his sustained series of King Country landscapes, an area 

to which he often returned.’157  Weeks’ career-proper begins in 1929 according to Eggleton 

but he acknowledges Weeks’ varied training and travel.  Lhote is brought in to frame the 

artist’s post-1930 oeuvre.  Eggleton also comments: ‘Weeks’ semi-abstractions have been 

described as ‘decorative cubism.’158  Though imprecise, the most original statement is: 

 

Over the course of his long career – which eventually led him into a rather tortuous 

abstraction – Weeks sampled eclectically from many sources.  He can be considered 

an artist of transition, suspended uneasily, despite all his theorising, between left-over 

 
154. Weeks’ near contemporary, Raymond McIntyre (1875-1933) about whom there is a lot less information available, is represented by six 

reproductions and more text.  

155. Keith, The Big Picture, 188. 

156. David Eggleton, Towards Aotearoa: a short history of 20th century New Zealand art (Auckland N.Z.: Reed, 2007), 7. ‘I ask questions 

such as: under what circumstances was it made?  Who made it? What feelings does it evoke in me?  How does it add to the mosaic of 

nationhood?’ 

157. Eggleton, Towards Aotearoa,71. 

158. Eggleton,71. 
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post-impressionism – paintings of his exotic travels in North Africa – and 

abstraction’s late arrival in New Zealand.159 

 

This indicates the complexity and multiplicity to be found in Weeks’ oeuvre and the sense 

that the artist somehow hangs in the balance, awkward to position, his ‘theorising’ seemingly 

in compatible with his eclectic output.   

 

To return to Keith’s 2007 book: potted biographical coverage is provided at the back; this 

section, including Weeks’ biography, was mostly written by me and some by Keith.  I was 

relatively new to writing and grappling with the commission of over a hundred concise 

biographies of all periods.  The errors in Weeks’ biography, such as dates recycled from 

existing biographies, are humbling.  However, I covered the broad scope of his early training 

and travel, and in contrast to the book’s framing of Weeks, indicated his importance as a 

teacher, and a measure of his standing: his Retrospective in 1955 and the O.B.E in 1958.160  

Like most peanut-sized accounts, complexities and contradictions are absent.  In a sense, 

then, the genesis of this research began with my own cursory biography, written over a 

decade ago, and with no idea that John Weeks’ art would become such a preoccupation. 

 

We need a ‘bigger picture’ of Weeks’ art and reception.  What has never been grasped are the 

recurring figurative and thematic preoccupations of his long career which run alongside 

ongoing meditations on the nuts and bolts of composition, colour-tone, texture and line.  His 

early oeuvre is a period which does not exist merely for art historians to pan for signs of 

incipient modernism.  Like many early oeuvres, such as that of Frances Hodgkins, these 

‘beginnings’ have been considered relatively unimportant to later work.161  This thesis, then, 

includes many examples unlikely to be reproduced elsewhere.  Weeks’ multiplicity of 

interests means that his primary positioning in terms of modernism now has to accommodate 

seeming contradictions in a long career.  

 

 
159. Eggleton, 71. 

160. Kyla Mackenzie, in: Hamish Keith, The Big Picture: A history of New Zealand art from 1642 (Auckland: Random House, 2007), 6. 

161. Christine Barton writes similarly of Frances Hodgkins: ‘[a]rt historians have thus far posed Hodgkins as the heroic, creative individual, 

who struggled against her personal circumstances to follow her singular path towards the realisation of her true artistic identity, relegating 

the early work as mere stages on a journey towards her personal vision, which is only accomplished in the works produced after 1930.’ 

Christina Barton, The expatriates: Frances Hodgkins; The expatriates: Barrie Bates (Wellington: Adam Art Gallery, 2005): 8. 
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In the close visual readings and extensive archival investigation ahead, new light is shed on 

this eventful career of Weeks.  This thesis accordingly closely considers six of the major 

themes that recur in his oeuvre.  In doing so, it will become apparent that Lhote’s impact is 

most evident in his figure compositions as are notions of the ‘modern girl’; that Weeks’ 

industrial themes did not begin in the 1930s; that his trip to North Africa offers far more 

evidence of a substantial, often poetic artist than realised by previous writers; that his 

landscape themes can offer discussion far broader than their relationship to ‘New Zealand’ or 

Cézanne; that Weeks’ eclectic still life offers some of the most idiosyncratic modern painting 

in this country, not reducible to any one ‘ism’; and, finally, that the ‘drive to abstraction’ of 

his late career includes a fertile mix of interests contingent on figurative suggestion, notions 

of chance and surrealism, and a quality of vitalism.  

 

Chapter Two 

Visualising Landscape: Continuity, Change and Contemplation   

Weeks’ diverse landscape compositions cannot be adequately framed by three examples in art 

history surveys, nor his tuition under Lhote, nor his love of Waikato terrain and atmosphere.  

His landscape themes examined here include those of his early career to around 1950.  This 

chapter closely considers Weeks’ sustained interest in the nocturne, pastoral idyll, trees, the 

cliff face, and in various combinations and permutations, often with architecture.  I examine 

early formative currents of Tonalism and Impressionism and the resulting connotative effects.  

Weeks’ compositional powers and preoccupation with the indeterminate suggestion, the 

nocturne, effects of light, and arabesque line, continue into his later career.  Echoes of the 

devastated Western Front are found in his representations of assaulted rural New Zealand 

terrain, a gouged clay pit, and in the still mudflats of St Ives pier at twilight in 1919. 

When a significant number of his landscape themes are brought together for examination, 

continuities and contrasts of thought emerge, with effects from the elegiac to the whimsical, 

to the elegant but forthright, and to the indeterminate and perceptually provocative. 

 

Chapter Three 

‘A Modern Look’: Themes of Industry 

Weeks’ nocturnal scene Industry (1936) has attracted attention in recent years.  This chapter 

underlines that the celebration of light and colour and idiosyncratic use of Cubism can be 

appreciated alongside other value.  These include Weeks’ longstanding interest in the 

dramatic or theatrical potential of the industrial subject and a sympathy for the worker.  
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Weeks sought out industrial landscapes by 1913, and substantially explored them by around 

1920.  The clay extraction industry first appears in his oeuvre in the early 1920s while living 

in Christchurch.  His oil sketches of Christchurch’s industry often echo the smoky conditions 

of the War, suggested in his watercolour sketches at the Front.  Weeks’ generation, as did 

those before him, often felt ambivalent about the machine and its role in human life.  This 

was part of Weeks’ modernity, too.  This body of diverse works, from Tonalist-Impressionist 

visions, to a decorative, yet aggressive still life of farming tools, are part of a continuum of 

both formal and figurative preoccupations that cannot be couched gracefully within still-

dominant notions of modernism.  The contention that Weeks’ interests in this subject were 

predominately formal and formally consistent is erroneous.  Political, socio-cultural readings 

emerge once the images are considered against wider currents in society.  

 

Chapter Four  

Vision, Outsider-ness and Orientalism: In the Maghreb 

Weeks explored the Maghreb from 1927 to 1928 and was enormously prolific while there.  

This period of work has been critically dismissed in previous scholarship on the grounds it 

lacks the prerequisite modernist dimension.  In 2011 I catalogued, researched and 

photographed around six hundred travel drawings belonging to the Peter Gerry O’Connor 

collection given to the Auckland Art Gallery.162  I wrote a short article, An Insatiable Eye: 

John Weeks in North Africa for Art New Zealand.163  It is still the only critical text on the 

subject.  I now argue the case for close consideration of drawing as a major and expressive 

component of Weeks’ career.  Furthermore, as the country’s most significant Orientalist 

artist, his representations of the Maghreb are due to be explored against the central arguments 

of Edward Said’s thesis in his influential thesis on the relationship of Imperialism and 

stereotypical oppositions in Orientalism (1978).  In the course of a wide-ranging discussion, I 

query Said’s primary characterisation of the ‘Occidental’ as surveyor and prejudiced judge of 

the ‘Oriental’, and offer a more universal perspective on not-belonging, and possible 

processes, conscious and unconscious, while looking and observing.  The Anglo-New 

Zealander’s letters and later reflections are brought to bear on Said’s heterogenous category 

of the ‘Imperialist’ observer.  The widespread perception by foreign artists and writers of the 

‘mystery’ of the Maghreb or ‘Orient’ is explored against Weeks’ imagery and statements.  

 
162. Peter O’Connor and his brother John O’Connor were the two sons of Hilda O’Connor.  Weeks left his artworks to Hilda, and what was 

not sold or otherwise dispersed, remained with her sons. 

163. Kyla Mackenzie, “An Insatiable Eye: John Weeks in North Africa,” Art New Zealand, no.138, Winter 2011, 76-81. 



 

42 

 

Rarer drawings from the trip which indicate European activities or presence, reveal, too, that 

he observed the ‘changed’ or Europeanised aspects of the Maghreb.   

 

 

Chapter Five 

Weeks’ Women: Modernity and Tradition 

This chapter primarily explores Weeks’ use of the female nude in his paintings and brings 

this use into a wider, contextual discussion of the nude in art.  I also consider other female 

subjects, including rare portraits.  The female nude and multiple figure composition are a 

major recurring theme in Weeks’ oeuvre from c.1929 to the 1950s, and the most indicative of 

classes under Andre Lhote in Paris.  The chapter investigates a range of connotations and 

associations emerging from these paintings and drawings, including his use of diverse formal 

vocabularies, fashionable notions of the ‘modern girl’, the connotations of different skin 

colours, and the haunting quality of his ‘blank’ female figures.  These representations of 

female form are not neutralised by either the ‘nude as art’ tradition or by the materiality of 

media. 

 

 

Chapter Six 

Weeks and the Still Life  

Still life was a major theme in Weeks’ career from around 1930.  Although he admired 

Cézanne, Samuel Peploe and George Braque, among other still life specialists, Weeks’ hybrid 

and idiosyncratic approach often demands a more complex consideration.  The chapter, for 

instance, considers two interior images as extended still-life and self-portrait, explores the 

various connotations of Weeks’ colours and flowers, and notes the gendered history of 

commentary on the floral still life and media.  The Hocken Collections’ Abstract [The Table], 

a sensuous late still life, explores the Cubist and post-Cubist still life in a most idiosyncratic 

way.  Lastly, I argue of Precision Carbon Holder, a ‘machine-still life’, that it enshrines 

conceptual ideas about colour, light, science and intuition.  Indeed, still life table performs 

here as ‘… a laboratory table… on which aesthetic problems can be isolated.’164 

 

 

 

  

 
164. Art Gallery of New South Wales,‘Margaret Preston: art & life,’ Education Kit, accessed 1 April 2018, www.artgallery.sa.gov.au. 

http://www.artgallery.sa.gov.au/
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Chapter Seven 

‘Strange things’: Nature and Abstraction 

By the mid-1940s, Weeks pored over natural visual phenomena as a spring-board to creative 

enquiry.  The artist, aware of Chinese notions of qi, pursued a type of Vitalism in his 

reception of natural phenomena, seeking rhythm and suggestions of growth and dynamism.  

His preoccupations also entwined with other currents of thought, including Surrealism, and 

the role of memory, mind and brain in the act of creation.  In examining Weeks’ 

preoccupations with nature, abstraction, and notions of intuition and creativity, we can widen 

the breadth of understanding currently held about his intellectual enquiry.  Weeks’ 

indeterminate imagery and intuitive processes of discovery through the practice of 

decalcomania relate to wider currencies in aesthetic thought pertaining to instinct, the ‘old 

brain’, psychological response, cave drawings, child art, dance, and the ‘primitive.’  Rather 

than a step in the direction of or pursuit of ‘pure’ abstraction, Weeks’ decalcomania-assisted 

fantasies were nurtured to suggest in the viewer’s mind organic processes and the animate.  

His late organicist imagery is a corollary to the creative process itself. 
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Chapter Two 

 

Visualising Landscape: Continuity, Change and 

Contemplation 

 

 

 

 

The Fire and the resulting absences in Weeks’ oeuvre mean that the most striking surviving 

paintings and watercolours become players in a new narrative.  The narrative that I see does 

not begin in 1929.  Nor does it seek, as a primary goal, to better place them within either the 

context of Lhote’s teaching, or ‘modern European painting’, or ‘Cubism’.165  A closer 

examination of a range of Weeks’ work across his career allows other truths to emerge, too 

subtle or slippery for standard summary accounts.  With greater knowledge of his scope over 

a life-time, despite the losses, Weeks’ preoccupations and development can be better 

understood.  The artist is frequently represented by those paintings that reference the King 

Country, particularly Limestone Valley, King Country (fig. 1, c.1943) which features in texts 

by Docking (1971), Keith (2007), and Eggleton (2007).  However, the intriguing, often 

 
165. Tony Mackle, in a short summary that begins after Weeks’ European trip, writes: ‘… John Weeks had arrived back in 1929 to teach at 

Elam School of Fine Arts, fresh from a sojourn in Europe which had brought him into contact with developments in modern European 

painting, particularly Cubism. He had also developed a high regard for the work of Cézanne.’ Aspects of New Zealand Art 1890-194: From 

the Collection of the National Art Gallery (Wellington: National Art Gallery, 1984), 11. 

Fig.1. Limestone Valley, King Country, c.1943 

Oil on board 

628 x 857 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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indeterminate landscape forms which the artist used into his late career have not been well 

understood.  Despite his many formal vocabularies, definite continuities are evident in his 

longstanding interest in the landscape subject.  It is clear, for instance, that Weeks’ expressive 

and poised pictorial architecture and deployment of enigma was developed early on in his 

oeuvre.  The vogue for hazy effects in his early career echoes in his much later, nocturnal 

imagery, and inchoate decalcomania.  Shand suggests there is a lack of clout to Weeks’ art of 

the 1920s, and sidesteps the productions of this period in his text: ‘Weeks’ work at this time 

was vaguely impressionist but rather bland.’166  These works, though, should not be treated as 

a foil to later ‘progressive’ work, or the minor to the major, but recognised as part of a 

continuum.  Recurring motifs, for instance, include preoccupations around the altered, 

carved-up landscape, from his earliest, tiny War nocturne, The Catacomb, to the shifting, 

‘upside-down’ world of Cavern. 

 

In this chapter a selection of Weeks’ landscape references is closely considered, in particular 

the nocturne, the pastoral idyll, the dynamics of trees, the cliff and clay face, all of which 

appear in various combinations and permutations, and often with architecture.  Most of the 

surviving paintings are studio works of an imaginative, composite nature.  En plein air 

paintings and direct sketches outside his European and North African trip are rare.  A large 

proportion of the works lost to the Fire were landscape subjects from across his career.167  

Weeks’ surviving early paintings and watercolours, including those from his Canterbury 

period (1920 -1923), have been overlooked in published accounts, somewhat understandably 

as few have been available to see.   

 

The scarcity of critical references to Weeks’ landscape motifs parallels a lack of critical 

writing on Weeks at large, but, ironically, also a lack of extended commentary on landscape 

painting in New Zealand art history, despite its role in concepts of nationalism.  Examples 

include the catalogue essay by Roger Blackley in Two Decades of Landscape Painting 

produced to accompany his exhibition.168  France Pound’s Frames on the Land, however, 

famously contested the notion in Keith and Brown’s book, that:  

 
166. Peter Shand, “Weeks, John,” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, (Claudia Orange, ed.) Vol.4, 1921-1940 (Wellington: 

Department of Internal Affairs; Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1998), 558.   

167. Janet Paul scrawled in her notes that Weeks had lost a significant number of landscapes paintings in the Fire and hoped he would return 

to this subject.  See: Undated notes (c.1951) by Paul after visiting Weeks, and associated with a set of colour transparencies of Weeks’ work, 

copyright National Art Gallery 1971. [MS-Papers-5640-055], Alexander Turnbull Library. 

168. Roger Blackley, Two Centuries of New Zealand Landscape Art (Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery, 1990). 
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…there is a ‘real’ New Zealand, a ‘real’ New Zealand landscape, with its ‘real’ 

qualities of light and atmosphere to which some artists are true and others untrue, the 

true artists being then ‘good’ and the untrue ‘bad.’  And a corollary fallacy: that the 

‘real’ New Zealand causes style in New Zealand paintings – a kind of geographical 

determinism.169   

 

Pound focused on representations of early New Zealand terrain through inevitable European 

modes, such as the Picturesque and the Sublime.  However, in the main, the landscape 

imagery most discussed has been by nineteenth century artists.  Twentieth century landscape 

painting in New Zealand is still under-represented as a scholarly topic.  This is perhaps owing 

to the genre’s populist appeal, the critical fatigue around faded discussions of regionalism and 

nationalism, as well as a related perception that it is at odds with a ‘grown-up’, progressive 

art.170   

The Nocturne 

 
In 1880, William Hodgkins lectured an Otago audience on the richness of the European 

landscape tradition.  He stressed the value of Turner’s atmospheric sketches and paintings, 

addressed British landscape artists such as Richard Wilson, John Constable, John Sell 

Cotman, Peter de Wint, the scenery of Claude Lorraine and Salvatore Rosa, and American 

specialists of grand scenery.171  The quiet subjects of Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot and the 

Barbizon School do not feature in Hodgkins’ exalted list, nor does the infamous James 

Abbott McNeil Whistler.  By the time Weeks had left Elam School of Art, subjects of mist, 

fog, grey or early mornings with a reduction of information were widespread.  The intimate, 

un-sensational and rural, rather than the majestic vista, was in vogue.  The paintings of 

Friström and James Nairn (1859-1904) had tended towards gentle country scenes such as at 

Silverstream near Wellington.  Brown notes Nairn’s open-air approach to painting at 

Silverstream, as: ‘nearer the realism of Jules Bastien-Lapage (1848 – 1884) than to any of the 

French Impressionists: [who was] considered…along with Whistler and Corot, to be one of 

the ‘greatest modern masters.’172 

 
169. Francis Pound, Frames on the Land: early Landscape Painting in New Zealand (Auckland: Collins, 1983), 11. 

170. A former co-supervisor advised me to avoid the subject of New Zealand landscape, which she felt was a tired and ‘turgid’ topic.   

171. Otago Daily Times,“Resident Magistrate’s Court”, 20 November 1880. 

172. Brown, New Zealand Painting, 68, 70. 
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There is little, other than the rural theme, to suggest direct impact of Lepage’s plein air 

realism on Weeks, however Corot’s themes of trees at dusk are one referent that can be 

sensed in his work of around 1920, discussed next.  Another ingredient is the decorative 

aspect of Whistler’s low-toned ‘nocturnes’ and ‘symphonies.’  These were widely understood 

as Impressionism in Britain and New Zealand.  In 1910, Richardson’s A Wet Night in Willis 

Street (not illustrated) was reported, for example, as being ‘…quite Whistlerian in its 

vigorous impressionism.’173  Whistler, like Turner, had ennobled the representation of dim 

weather conditions, but with the use of a pervasive low tonal colour, abstraction and 

decorative unity, the combined qualities of which were not slavishly taken up in New 

Zealand painting.  When considering the British-inflected Impressionism of Weeks’ 

contemporaries and predecessors, some or all of the following elements can be observed: 

obfuscation, the sense of the transitory, light-effects, suggested meteorological effects such as 

moisture, mist, fog, smoke or steam, emphasis on the flat of the picture-plane, elements of 

Japonisme, tonal emphases, and harmonising colour.   

 

Many of Weeks’ oil paintings and watercolours from before 1923 reflect the vogue evident in 

Australian and New Zealand art for the softly-hued pastoral scene.  This theme of the tree and 

humble rural terrain owes to the Barbizon rather than the human-made environments 

represented by Whistler.  Trees were major players, as seen in the art of Dorothy Richmond, 

Nugent Welch and Edward Friström.  Gordon Brown notes the symbolism trees took on: 

 

A tree was no longer just a tree …but a symbol over whose shape liberties could be 

taken.  Trees ascended above the ground or scrub as a sign of hope, or banded 

together, dark and menacing, or became symbols of fertility – the Tree of Life. 174 

 

Obscure, intimate visions of tree-lined terrain were a vogue in Society shows of the period. 

Frederick Sedgwick’s hillside at dusk, Top of the Hill of 1916 (Te Papa), and Grace Butler’s 

Evening Glow (c.1919, C.A.G) are contemporaneous examples.    

 

 
173. New Zealand Times, “New Zealand Academy of Arts,” 3 October 1910.  

174. Gordon Brown, New Zealand Painting 1900-1920: Traditions and Departures (Wellington: Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council of New 

Zealand, 1972), 28. 
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Weeks’ trees in Landscape with Rising Moon (fig.2, c.1916) was apparently painted before he 

went to the Front.  It has echoes of Corot’s glades at dusk.  This scene at twilight also 

demonstrates the artist’s early interest in achieving harmonies of tone.  Landscape is 

orchestrated through two main complementary tonal contrasts: grey-mauve and grey-green.  

Milky sea-greens and brighter notes of grass-green reverberate against a pervasive pale 

mauve-grey in the sky, and seemingly, atmosphere.  A grey-mauve inflects the shady 

foreground, where rich red-brown soil is suggested.  The sharper specificity of detail here, 

seemingly close to the viewer’s space, contrasts with the vagueness of the trees at the 

horizon.  The hue of the sky enhances the lustrously applied half-orb of bright creamy 

yellow.  This moon looks more like a sinking sun.  It features an imprecise drag of glowing 

pigment, stimulating in its colour and viscosity.  Elam teacher Ida Eise owned a sibling of 

this work dated 1923 without a moon and which includes a house over the ridge-line.175  If 

the Auckland Art Gallery’s Landscape has the correct date, it appears Weeks resumed 

exploring this composition after his return from active War service.   

  

Weeks’ early imagery, despite its soft effects, often features strong pictorial structure.  In 

 
175. Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” 43. 

 
 

Fig. 2. Landscape with Rising Moon, c.1916  

Oil on board  

241 x 317 mm  

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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Landscape, a decisive diagonal pathway points to the half-moon and draws our attention to 

the sky.  The moon is poised neatly above a fence post; the two seem held in suspension 

together.  The horizontal stretches of cloud vapour and the bracketing fuzz of a shrub further 

enhance the power of the rising moon.  The bare tree trunk to the left of the composition is 

stretched upwards, becoming a wisp; a drag of faint paint up to the picture’s edge.  This 

trunk, this repoussoir, counterpoints the receding path, amplifying its course into depth 

towards the moon and horizontal cloud forms, in turn stressing the picture’s surface and 

pigment.  The trunk and path act like the ‘stop’ and ‘go’ hands of a police officer.  Our eye is 

subtly halted with the vertical form’s relationship to the flatness of the picture plane.  The eye 

darts again to the right with the flow of the diagonal.   

 

An Aestheticist element is signaled by the flat bar of cloud stretching above the horizon line.  

It suggests the gold areas that denote cloud or mist on decorative Japanese screens and sliding 

doors.  Yamato-e style imagery, for instance, features long flat bands of cloud and repeating 

upright slender trunks of bamboo.  Japonisme, of which Whistler was a key exponent in 

Britain, stirs within Weeks’ early oeuvre, just as it does in that of Wellington artist Harry 

Linley Richardson (1878-1947).  Weeks’ long, denuded trunks and poles of the period echo 

the motif of slender or straight, repeating verticals pervasive at the time, from the nostalgic 

rural themes of British watercolourist William Lee Hankey to the influential paintings, 

murals, ceramics, illustrations and etchings of Frank Brangwyn (1867-1956).176  Aestheticist 

ideas have been overlooked or underplayed in New Zealand’s history of art.  Aestheticism, 

Laura Campbell has argued, was a set of ideas subject to diverse interpretations by different 

exponents in search of ‘beauty.’177  She states that: ‘…these artists did collectively believe in 

a phrase devised within Aestheticism: ‘Art for Art’s Sake.’178  This Aestheticist interest in the 

Japanese decorative arts and culture, regularly recurs in New Zealand art in the early 

twentieth century.  It is represented by such works as The Blue Vase of 1906 by Walter 

Bowring (1874-1931).179  In 1922, Ronald McKenzie submitted A Japanese Screen to the 

 
176. The Anglo-Welsh painter often featured in The Studio journal.  He is addressed in New Zealand’s press over 500 times from 1900 to 

1949 in paperspast.com when searching for the art of Frank Brangwyn.  Weeks’ studies of Venice in 1928 sometimes have a richly coloured 

treatment with some strikingly jumbled compositions akin to Brangwyn’s rather convoluted, low-viewpoints of Venice’s Santa Maria. 

177. Laura Elizabeth Campbell, “‘True Direction’: Aspects of Aestheticism in New Zealand (1880-1913)” (Wellington: Victoria University 

of Wellington, 2016), 3-5.  She refers to Whistler, Watts, and Rossetti as divergent artists who nonetheless drew on principles of 

Aestheticism.  

178. Campbell, “‘True direction’: Aspects of aestheticism,” 5. 
179. Canterbury Society of Arts Annual Exhibition Catalogue 1908, plate 117, 20. 
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Canterbury Society of Arts annual exhibition.  Weeks’ lost watercolour in the same period, 

The Hill Top (c. 1920, not illustrated), features a slightly mannered silhouette of bonsai-like 

trees on a hill.180  Margaret Stoddart had also depicted the shapes and grace of blossoming 

trees in her watercolours.  In different ways, these artists all pursue the Aestheticist interests 

of James Nairn whose public lecture at the Otago School of Art in 1890, titled ‘Decorative 

Art, Art and Artists’, is examined at length by Campbell.181   

 

In terms of expected progression, it might comfort local art historians who prefer their 

twentieth century art to have the simplified, hard-edged forms generally associated with 

‘significant form’ to see that Weeks exploited the shapes of structures and flattened optical 

fields.  These approaches, if fully comprehended, were not enough for Mackie.  She states of 

Weeks’ early ‘softly handled’ works, that they ‘…do not display his later able grasp of the 

fundamentals of pictorial composition - they lack clear-cut formal qualities of design (my 

italics).’182  The ‘clear-cut’ or hard-edged is an inconstant value in Weeks’ later oeuvre, too, 

and in any case why should those be the values sought?  Rather than diffuse effects, Mackie 

was probably looking for signs of severe geometry and abstraction.  Most art historians see 

these as features of International Modernism.    

Until Corn’s eloquent text, The Color of Mood: American Tonalism 1880-1910, the term 

tonalism was not in extensive use in art history.183  A New York Times reviewer, under the 

tired heading, The Misty Mood of the Tonalists, refers to the ‘amorphous’ (an appropriate 

word) nature of American Tonalism:  

 

[It was not] …really a movement, but a mix of tendencies that began to drift together 

around 1870…[and] remained a style without a name until the mid-1890s.  It peaked 

in the first decade of the 1900's and faded out by the time of the 1913 Armory 

Show.184  

 

While Tonalism may have slowed in America, its effect and legacy are apparent in Weeks’ 

 
180. Canterbury Society of Arts Annual Exhibition Catalogue 1924, plate 287. 

181. Campbell, “True direction'” (M.A thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 2016). 

182. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 40.  

183. Wanda M.Corn, The Color of Mood: American Tonalism: 1880-1910 (San Francisco: M.H.D Young Memorial Museum, 1972), 13. 

184. Grace Glueck, “The Misty Mood of the Tonalists,” New York Times, 25 April 1997, accessed 4 October 2014, 

http://www.nytimes.com/1997/04/25/arts/the-misty-mood-of-the-tonalists.html 

http://www.nytimes.com/1997/04/25/arts/the-misty-mood-of-the-tonalists.html
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oeuvre and in the work of older artist, Francis McCracken who in 1912 exhibited a work 

titled Nocturne in Grey (not illustrated).185  In more recent years, Australian curator and 

writer Tracey Lock-Weir explored a seemingly similar subject, widening the term and period 

in the exhibition Misty Moderns 1915-1950.  Her research pivots around Australian artist 

Max Meldrum’s teaching and version of tonalism which he developed partly through the 

empirical principles of the Barbizon school.186  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

However, Weeks’ Impressionism often contained geometricised shapes; design values which 

contrast with Meldrum’s patient observation.  Within his tiny representation of a river and a 

distant blue mountain (fig. 3, Untitled), geometric, curving triangulations guide the shapes of 

the foreground.  The somewhat scumbled, layered treatment, most evident in the sky, is 

striking.  Weeks stresses tonal values, intimacy and richly coloured mystery, but in a broad, 

simplifying manner.  It is reminiscent of some Australian watercolour and painting, including 

David Davie’s Moonrise (1894, National Gallery Victoria), the sparing watercolours of Jesse 

Jewhurst Hilder (1881-1916), and the soft, but shapely landscape subjects of John W. 

Tristram (1870-1938).  Other examples include the poetic, stippled visions of French artist 

Henri Eugène Augustin Le Sidaner, and the landscape themes of Royal Academician George 

Clausen and Edward Steichen. 

Although not shown in this thesis, there are also a few fragmentary works by Weeks that 

 
185. Canterbury Society of Arts Thirty-Second Annual Exhibition (Christchurch: Lyttleton Times, 1912). 

186. Tracy Lock-Weir, “Misty Moderns: Australian Tonalists 1915-1950,” National Gallery of Australia: 1 February – 27 April 2009, 

accessed 1 March 2015, https://nga.gov.au/mistymoderns/essay.cfm.  

Fig. 3. Untitled [Landscape with river and 

mountain], c.1920 

Watercolour on paper 

Approx 60 mm x 80 mm, 

Courtesy of International Art Centre 

https://nga.gov.au/mistymoderns/essay.cfm
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attest to his contemporaneous use of both brighter, saturated colour.187  A group of works 

demonstrating a French Impressionist interest in colour theory and effects of light may once 

have circled around his bold, luminous exhibition piece The Sun Bathed Clay Pit, discussed 

later.  Most of Weeks’ images submitted to the Auckland Society of Arts, however, attest to 

the period’s fixation with soft, atmospheric effects, whether light-filled or low-lit.  Such 

themes were widespread in New Zealand society shows since the late nineteenth century.  

After his release from the Medical Corps and return from Britain in 1919, Weeks entered a 

busy time of exhibiting.  He submitted mostly watercolours to the Auckland Society of Arts.  

They included: The Mystic Hour; Durrington, Evening at a Wiltshire Farm, Misty Sunlight; 

Cashmere, Misty Road, near Timaru, Twilight Hush, Evening Light; Cashmere Hills, and 

Showery Sunshine, Takapuna.  Some of these submissions may have been produced before or 

during the War, when Weeks was not exhibiting.  Even his earlier travels through the South 

Island in 1910, or English imagery of around 1911, could well have provided sketches for 

later inspiration.   

  

 

One image that suggests the theme of the ‘mystic hour’ is Nocturne, Christchurch (fig. 4, 

c.1920), also known as Methodist Church, Christchurch, but it is not clear whether it is 

inscribed.188  The elongated building, in the style of a classical temple with pillars, pediment 

and portico, is uncannily bright with the fall of moonlight, and framed between two trees.  

Diminutive figures, their activity unclear, add to the mystery and timelessness of the scene.  

 
187. A tiny work dubbed A Study of A House, for example, appears to be thickly applied and has a shallow optical depth.  Weeks appears to 

have used bright yellow and red as key notes.  Australian Art Sales Digest, “Weeks, John, Study of a House,” Webb’s, The Peter O’Connor 

Collection, 14 August 2008, accessed 12 August 2019, aasd.com.au. 

188. W.T McAlister Auction, 05 December 2012, accessed 2 February 2014, https://www.findlotsonline.com/auction-lot-details/147319/. 

Fig. 4.  Nocturne, Christchurch, 1920 

Watercolour, signed, 

285 x 325 mm 

Source: W.T McAlister Auctions, 2012 

https://www.findlotsonline.com/auction-lot-details/147319/
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Surely exaggerated in height, this somehow unreal structure has a ‘Gothic’ attenuated quality.  

Weeks combines incisive compositional values and nebulous pictorial depth with the vague 

and poetical.  James Attlee has written in his book Nocturne:  

 

Moonlight…is a subject almost universally regarded as off-limits to contemporary 

writers, too kitsch, debased and sentimental to be worthy of serious consideration.  

This alone would seem to make it a subject worth consideration.189   

 

Little too, has actually been written in New Zealand art history on the indeterminate potential 

of the softly painted image, despite the dismissive, much-quoted views of Fairburn on what 

he saw as nostalgic British legacy, ridiculous in its lack of indigeneity.  

 

Let us turn to painting.  There is no golden mist in the air, no Merlin in the Woods, no 

soft warm colour to breed a school of painters from the stock of Turner, Crome, 

Cotman and William Steer.190  

 

But what, specifically, are some of the sensations and connotations associated with soft, hazy 

effects?  Haze can be associated with memory or dreams and their indistinct processes.  It 

might also may connote the visionary, ethereal or spiritual.  Fuzzy representations can also 

have positive associations associated with the notion of cushiony comfort.  Golden, 

amorphous light implies the tranquility of rest after a day’s activities, as opposed to the 

brusquer nature of daylight upon forms and its staccato effects on the senses.  Other 

associations include suggestions of humidity, vapour and other forms of moisture, such as the 

delicate beauty of life-challenging frosts and winter air.  Dark atmosphere can convey the 

night.  Soft effects can suggest and produce uncertainty – a sense of lost bearings.  As in 

Turner’s most ephemeral visions, they are a form of abstraction.  Many, if not all, of these 

qualities could be intuited in Weeks’ later luminous fantasies discussed in the final chapter, 

such as Fantasy 2 (c.1949, A.A.G). 

 
189. James Attlee, Nocturne: A Journey in Search of Moonlight (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 2011), 6.  

190. A.R.D Fairburn, “Some aspects of New Zealand art and letters,” Art in New Zealand 6, no.4, June 1934, 215. 
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Another watercolour in ‘soft warm colour’, (Untitled, fig. 5. c.1921), represents the 

Canterbury peak, Castle Rock, or Te Tihi o Kahukura.  The real landmark, which exists today 

as a heritage park, is transformed by Weeks into the universal and visionary through the 

orchestration of colour and form.  Among other British referents, it broadly echoes Turner’s 

warmly-luminous mountain views.  In less diaphanous fashion, Weeks describes the 

mountain by simplifying light and shade by way of two key hues: yellow and blue.  He 

engineers the roof-line of the quaint lodge to rhyme with the mountain’s peak.  A golden 

reflection points up to its glowing ‘maker’, up the picture-plane.  Though produced in around 

1920, it evokes Robert Rosenblum’s description of Ferdinand Hodler’s mountain themes, as 

representing a search for a symbol of ‘absolute stillness, purity, and sanctity…’.191  It also 

brings to mind the words of American artist and author Lowell Birge Harrison, in his essay 

‘The “Mood” in Modern Painting’ (1913).  He wrote on the power of suggestion through a 

veiled, imaginative treatment: 

 

Thus the modern painter depends less and less upon the ordinary effects of sunlight 

and gray-day for the lighting of his pictures.  He has learned that the veiled and half-

seen things make a stronger appeal to the human imagination than the commonplace 

and obvious facts of nature....192 

 

By the end of the nineteenth century the impulse towards the indeterminate was evident 

 
191. Robert Rosenblum examined the mountain themes of nineteenth century Swiss painter Ferdinand Hodler in Rosenblum, Modern 

Painting and the Northern Romantic Tradition: Friedrich to Rothko (London: Thames & Hudson, 1975), 127. 

192. Birge Harrison, “ ‘The ‘Mood’’in Modern Painting,” Art and Progress 4, (July 1913): 1015. 

 

Fig. 5.  Untitled [Ferrymead and Castle Rock] 

Watercolour and pencil 

Location unknown 

John Weeks Artist File, Christchurch Art Gallery 

Te Puna o Waiwhetū Library 
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across the arts.  Symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé insisted that: ‘[E]verything that is sacred 

and that wants to remain sacred shrouds itself in mystery.’193  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The dark scene of Lake Edge in Mist (fig. 6, c.1920) explores the notion of the ‘half-seen’ in 

a very different way to the previous example.  Here Weeks explores Whistlerian tonalism 

using the intimate subject of trees.  It is only known pastel drawing from his early period and 

demonstrates his considerable facility for evoking mood, quietude, and humanoid forms.  It 

also helps explain the confidence of Weeks’ later North African pastel drawings.  He 

describes a moonlit night, or dusk, or mist, or whatever the viewer prefers.  The whispering 

haze of pastel is the perfect medium for suggesting the velvety approach of night.  Also hazy 

is its date of production, but it is reasonable to suppose it emerged around the time of his 

 
193. Lloyd James Austin, Poetic principles and practice: occasional papers on Baudelaire, Mallarme & Valéry (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1987), 52. 

Fig.6.  Lake Edge in Mist, c.1920 

Pastel on paper  

250 x 300 mm 

James Wallace Collection, Auckland 

 

Fig. 7. Edward Steichen (1879-1973) 

Across the Salt Marshes, Huntington, c. 1905  

Oil on canvas 

385 x 454 mm 

Toledo Museum of Art, Toledo, Ohio 

 

 

 

 

 

      Image redacted. 



 

56 

 

other poetic imagery on the theme of trees.194  Faint yellow highlights glow amidst the grey-

blue-green of the image, where water can be imagined.  These will-o’-the-wisp tints offset the 

pensive quality of the overall colouration in much the same way as the gold effects used by 

Whistler.  The American artist’s Nocturne in Blue and Silver: The Lagoon, Venice (1879-80, 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston) is a good example of the effects and affects Weeks aims for 

here, as is the reductive early painting Across the Salt Marshes (fig.7, c.1905) by Edward 

Steichen.  Steichen’s inky blue silhouettes of trees against gold-green and blue are rather less 

personable.  In contrast, Weeks deftly uses trees as the ‘conversation piece’ of Nature, 

echoing the traditional genre of human subjects.   

 

A gentle ‘call and reply’ is sensed in the undulating movements of foliage and the slender 

saplings and boughs which seem to reach and lean.  The glade of trees seems specific in 

description in some areas, but is simplified and whimsically shaped, in others.  The fancifully 

serpentine shape of the foliage in the upper centre provides a protective canopy for the tree 

below; a kindly familial connotation.  A further rapport is sensed between this bough and 

another to the left, hovering over the ground and untraceable to a trunk.  There is a sense that 

the spirit of the tree cluster is now rousing, revived by the nurturing cover of dusk.  Although 

this work appears to be uninscribed, titles like Hilda Edgar’s Whispering Trees (1912) 

descend, at least partly, from the legacy of English romantic poets such as William 

Wordsworth.195  Weeks was of a generation who contemplated nature as symbolic of a type 

of sacredness or poeticism.  This does not square well with current accounts that stress 

Weeks’ interest in Cubism and abstract values.   

 

Ron Stenberg recalled of Weeks in the 1940s that he ‘...loved the mood of a landscape after 

the rain when the sun brought up all the colour.’196  In a similar account, the late Peter Reid 

described the teacher driving through a wet Waikato and hitting a flooded road.  The 

punchline was not the artist’s concern for his or his car’s safety, but that he clambered on top 

of the car to sketch a luminous scene of light on gleaming, lush terrain.197  Melvin Day also 

 
194. A painting exhibited at the Auckland Society of Arts in 1922, titled Entrance to the Lagoon, suggests an alternative, post-War 1920 

circa for his pastel of a similar subject..  See: Auckland Society of Arts Records, Pages R-Z, ‘John Weeks’, E.H. McCormick Research 

Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

195. Canterbury Society of Arts Annual exhibition catalogue, 1922.   

196. Interview with Ron Stenberg, 22 June 2011, Northcote, Auckland. 

197. Interview with Peter Reid, 20 March 2011, Remuera, Auckland. 
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reported that Weeks taught him to heed effects of light after rain: ‘... overcast days …where 

rain has just poured, …sharpens things up – that’s where you get your true colour.’198   

 

 

 

Illuminated skies were a common motif during Weeks’ early career, along with grey and 

misty days and clearing storm conditions, but the interest remained with him later in life. 

One example of this interest in damp landscape is Landscape with Haystacks (fig.8, c.1940).   

Here, blue and mauve-tinted greys and soft grey-browns contrast with glowing, creamy 

greens.199  This rural scene is dominated by a low-hanging, variegated grey sky, and 

‘peopled’ by a pair of haystacks, like standing stones, one of them as pointy as the tip of Te 

Tihi o Kahukura.  Weeks, from his earliest career, loved triangulated forms as seen in that 

earlier watercolour.  The haystacks in the oil painting diverge from the emphatically drawn, 

plump bun-shapes seen in many of his more formulaic rural scenes.  Meteorological effects in 

the painting are conveyed through soft sheet-like swathes of brown-grey tints over deeper 

charcoal-blue and grey tints.  The cubic edges of these shifting translucent tonal planes 

suggest the use of a fat square-edged brush.  The result evokes phantom blocks of 

architecture and unreachable ghostly sky fortresses; traces of the Moroccan mountain villages 

that Weeks drew repeatedly.  Yet, simultaneously they signal the fleeting effects of moving 

cloud mass.  Clouds seem to symbolise time and suggest the constancy of change.  Skies, 

both real and depicted, rouse the human emotions to experience diverse sensations, including 

 
198. Interview with Melvin Day, 31 July 2013, Seatoun, Wellington. 

 
 

Fig.8.  Landscape with Hay Stacks, c.1940 

Oil on canvas 

298 x 400 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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the spiritual, imaginative, melancholic, contemplative and meditative.  Skies provide a visual 

portal where the eye can roam at leisure, detached from the banalities of life on earth.  The 

body is grounded, the mind, however, is released, musing unhindered in a shifting arena.  It is 

a skilled painter who can suggest this transient quality and, paradoxically, lock it into paint.  

 

   

 

In most surviving works of around 1920, Weeks aimed for the non-specific and timeless, but 

the subject above is discernably Australian.  This scene of gum trees (fig. 9, c.1919), features 

jewel-like daubs of warm and cool colour, while distant haze connotes a restful idyll.  A man 

and his horse are alone in this Australian arcadia, framed and dwarfed by the contrasting 

demeanours of the towering trees, which range from sprightly to undulating.  These trees with 

attitude rule the scene.  As with his pastel rendering of communing trees, a tranquil but 

sensuous mood is set.   

 

It is intriguing to consider what theoretical cultural currents feed into Weeks’ early works, 

directly or indirectly.  He had left London by February 1912, on his way to Sydney.  Had he 

acquainted himself with the modern preoccupations in the air, such as those of Rhythm arts 

magazine, newly emerged in 1911 (and later co-edited by New Zealand author Katherine 

Mansfield)?  The magazine was fed by currents of interest in the theory of Vitalism or élan 

vital, Henri Bergson’s philosophy of animism in natural processes.  How much of his 

approach to representing nature and forms can be owed to Australian lyrical currents and 

tendencies, and how much to British, can only be guessed at among the mélange of ideas the 

already well-travelled Weeks was likely privy to. 

 

Fig. 9. Untitled [Gum Trees], c.1919 

Watercolour on paper on card, 

555 x 805 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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Curving movements also enliven another watercolour from around 1919 in which a roadway 

snakes over a stone bridge.  Road to the Dairy Factory, as it was titled on the secondary 

market (fig.10, c.1919), is perhaps an English country scene.  Unlike the warmth and 

honeyed hues of the larger Australian scene, a melancholic note sounds in this darker, 

diminutive misty vision.  Weeks may have painted it immediately after or during War leave.  

A haunting symbolism emerges: a shadow looms beyond the orange building, inexplicable in 

this misty scene and three times as large, at least, as the structure itself.  Light illuminating 

cloud cover is blunted into a square-ended shaft which broadly rhymes with the geometries 

below.  The shaft of light connotes a reverent mood.  However, shadow falling upon the 

curving road disconnects from the structure of the fence-line to form crosses.  They are 

reminiscent of the dark crosses that appear in his elegiac sketch of a road through the Front 

(fig. 11, In the Trenches, c.1918).  His country scene with stone bridge, then, suggests that 

Weeks, fresh from the horror of the Front, is still ‘in the trenches.’ 

 

  

Fig. 11, In the Trenches, c.1918 

Watercolour, signed 

200 x 260 mm 

Location unknown 

Source: International Art Centre 

Fig. 10. ‘Road to the Dairy 

Factory,’c.1919    

Watercolour, signed. 

230 x 290 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of International 

Art Centre 
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Weeks’ representation of skies gained attention.  A reviewer observed of his series of country 

views at the Whitmore Gallery, Wellington:  

 

[in] ‘Showery Weather on the Moors’, and ‘Devonshire landscape’…he has dared to 

paint a big cloud that is half dissipated by a bolt of sunshine…Sky studies are 

evidently a specialty with Mr Weeks…200 

 

Weeks’ use of symbolism associated with revelation or healing is reminiscent of Harold 

Cazneaux’s contemporaneous photograph (fig.12. Peace after war, and memories).  In this 

sepia-toned photograph a farmer stands almost with his back to the viewer, his head bent as if 

in remembrance or pensive thought.  Sun breaks through cloud cover over the peaceful rural 

scene.  Cazneaux uses the iconographical associations of dawn to evoke sentiments of hope, 

realisation, and reflection.   

 

 

 

Nostalgia is a generally disliked word in art history, suggesting easily wrung, ignobly won 

emotions from the viewer.  However, it has relevance for Weeks’ imaginative visions from 

his earliest oeuvre.  The melancholy sensed in Weeks’ veiled valley, for instance, is not 

simply a tender nostalgia for the pastoral world, pleasurably lonesome in its remoteness from 

the quickening pace and reduced space of the cities.  It carries with it the War, the huge loss 

of youth, a widespread trauma that would affect marriages and future generations; a War 

which had marred Weeks’ world forever.   

 
200. “At the Art Gallery,” Free Lance, 27 October 1920. 

Fig.12.  Harold Cazneaux (1878-1953) 

Peace after war and memories, 1918 

250 x 290 mm 

Bromoil photograph 

National Library of Australia:  

PIC Drawer C30 #PIC/8893/235 
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The young Scottish artist, Alexander Graham Munro, who Weeks met at the Royal Scottish 

Academy, wrote to Hilda O’Connor after his friend’s death:201   

 

[Weeks] had all the old ex soldier’s experience in France behind him with some pretty 

ghastly memories and this I think made him more than ever determined not to let 

anything stand in his way.202   

 

Weeks’ resolve and drive was, to Munro’s mind, strengthened by surviving the War: life was 

extraordinarily precious.  The resulting surge of energy and determination from around 1919 

seemed to spawn or fuel a sense of enquiry and curiosity, a tendency that would become life-

long.   

 

 

 

 

 
201. Alexander Graham Munro (1903-1985) was born in Midlothian, Scotland and studied art at the Royal Scottish Academy where he won, 

among other awards, a travelling scholarship.  There is now a travelling scholarship in his name. 

202. Munro to Hilda O’Connor, 15 April 1966, J.W.A, R.C 2007/8/1/2, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o 

Tāmaki. 

Fig.13. Victoria Square, 1921 

Oil on linoleum, signed 

290 x 340 mm 

Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū 

Fig. 14. Untitled [Study for Victoria Square], c.1921 

Oil on canvas,  

355 x 250 mm 

RC 2010/1/6 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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A life-affirming symbolism emits from Victoria Square (fig. 13, 1921).  This small oil 

painting further testifies to Weeks’ interest in poetic mood and the material nature of his 

pigment.  The large tree commands our attention, with its chocolate-hued three-pronged trunk 

and light-filled canopy.  Though uninscribed, the painting appears to be based on the town 

square in Christchurch and is closely related to a greyish sketchy working composition (fig. 

14, c.1921) which, notably, does not include a dark figure.203  In the Christchurch Art Gallery 

example Weeks creates a suggestion of light through discrete patches of luminous warm tints.  

Instead of bright pigments, placed in discrete daubs throughout the entire composition, as is 

commonly understood of Continental Impressionism, Weeks’ pale, mingling tones along with 

earthy hues describing sky and greenery graced with light suggests the numinous.  ‘Sky’, 

variously tinted with pink, suggests the diffuseness of early evening or early morning, and is 

brushed over into the dabbed arena of marks comprising the tree’s edges.  Globular patches 

form a misshapen bell-shape within the tree’s centre.  Pink, mauve, and a touch of apricot, are 

smeared between the dark boughs with no clear attachment to form.  Jules Dupré of the 

Barbizon School noted on matters of perception: ‘The sky is behind the tree, in the tree, in 

front of the tree.’204   

 

The painterly treatment is ‘vaguely impressionistic’, to quote Shand.205  However, the formal 

variety of Victoria Square, that is, lively, amorphous areas against smoother stretches such as 

in the foreground, prevents easy assessment.  There is also an intimist quality to this urban 

landscape, though not as is commonly associated with the domestic themes of Nabi-led 

Intimism.  Rather, a banal corner of a public square in Christchurch is made a subject with a 

mystical or quasi-metaphysical dimension, and intimate; that is, compressed, proximate, and 

psychologic in its suggestion, through the combined effects of a shallow optical field, rough 

textures, colour, light, darkness, and mood.  In the foreground, a triangular shape of green 

converges cannily at what appears to be a stooping, shadowy figure at the tree’s base.  

 
203. Dr Geoffrey Rice, author of Victoria Square: cradle of Canterbury (Christchurch: Canterbury University Press, 2014) suggests that this 

represents ‘… a view from the horse watering ramp on the west side of Victoria Square looking towards the corner of Armagh Street and 

Oxford Terrace. The two-storey building appears to be Palairet's Building, a wooden office block that stood on this corner. At one time it 

housed the secretaries of the various NZ trotting and racing clubs.’ Email via Librarian Tim Jones, Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o 

Waiwhetū, 27 January 2016. 

204. John O’Neil (ed), American Paradise: The World of the Hudson River School (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1987), 78. 

205. Shand’s dismissal of this early period will have been partly due to the difficult breadth of his subject, the lack of information, and, 

presumably, time. Peter Shand, “Weeks, John,” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, (Claudia Orange, ed.) Vol.4, 1921-1940 

(Wellington: Department of Internal Affairs; Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1998), 558.  
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Lightly delineated by bright daubs of ochre, this figure is almost the same hue as that 

describing the tree.  A symbiotic, sympathetic relationship emerges between this human 

silhouette and the tree.  The figure’s stance suggests that of a gardener, though their actions 

are unclear.  But the other suggestive relationship is between the spreading tree and the pole.  

Both wooden, their sameness and difference are presented simultaneously.  The tall pole at 

the right, its rational function unclear, draws attention to our own space and the flat of the 

picture plane.  It forms a right angle to the diagonal of implied grass, a device used in 

Landscape with Rising Moon.  The figure, repoussoir pole, and tidied foreground, are notably 

absent from the related study. 

 

Gordon Brown writes of the broad notion of Impressionism in New Zealand art of this 

period: ‘[if] there was any generally accepted meaning, then Impressionism was the ‘power 

of suggestion.’206  Victoria Square announces: ‘I am an impression, do not expect to 

understand all of me.’ Weeks urged his students not to be literal in their art, and encouraged 

expressive design and the imagination, an agenda evident in his earliest canvases as well as 

his most-known oeuvre after 1930.  This is amplified by the painting’s support: the fibrous 

reversed side of linoleum which does not aid crisp delineation.  He used this as a support for 

at least three of his other early paintings.  Frugality may have factored in this ‘lowly’ choice 

of flooring material, but the indistinct, hazy effects that resulted were desired.  These effects 

are what Joyce Hill Stoner has described of weavism, where ‘…[h]ard-edged linear outlines 

are impossible to create on highly topographical surfaces such as a distinct, canvas weave.’207 

Weeks further courts vagueness through imprecision of forms and space. 

 

Weeks’ most striking images are often ambiguous and, in this chapter, sometimes 

melancholic.  Lisa Tickner states of Vanessa Bell's figurative Studland Beach (c.1912):  

 

No possible debt to Matisse’s saturated colour or Cézanne’s reduced geometry 

prepares us ...or explains the painting’s rich affect: its monumentality and pervasive 

melancholy.208   

 
206. Gordon Brown, New Zealand Painting,1900-1920: Traditions and Departures (Wellington: Queen Elizabeth II Arts Council of New 

Zealand, 1975), 35. 

207. Joyce Hill Stoner, “Materials for Immateriality,” In Marc Simpson et al, Like Breath on Glass: Whistler, Inness, and the Art of Painting 

Softly (Massachusetts: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 2008), 92. 

208. Lisa Tickner, Modern Life & Modern Subjects: British Art in the Early Twentieth Century (New Haven & London: Yale University 

Press, 2000), 124. 
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Similarly, Victoria Square and the other works in this chapter and study at large, should be 

approached first for what they offer, rather than how they fit – or do not – into an ‘ism.’  The 

soft and indeterminate, the Whistler blues, mauves and greys, and the courting of the 

contemplative state, are some characteristics detectable in Weeks’ oeuvre from around 1916.   

 

The Gouged Terrain: The Altered Landscape 

 

Weeks’s experiences at the Front during 1917 and 1918 seemed to consolidate an interest in 

the less romantic qualities of landscape – the altered landscape.  As noted later, there are 

surviving hints of an existing interest in this subject from his earlier trip to the Cobar copper 

mines of New South Wales in 1913.  Some four years later, during the War, Weeks managed 

to get his pens and watercolours out, likely during times of sickness, leave, and recovery.  His 

working conditions were otherwise grueling: it is reported that: ‘[t]he Field Ambulance 

worked long and hard hours, often through the night.’209  Another event that may have paused 

his duties towards the end of the War was the apparent failure to salute a superior officer 

which resulted in a 28 day field punishment.210  Though unsubstantiated, Weeks was also said 

to be affected by mustard gas, and even more dramatically, when driving an ambulance, his 

vehicle was apparently hit by enemy fire and he suffered two broken arms and a broken 

leg.211  He was in hospital three times with trench fever and also succumbed to influenza 

which became widespread amongst troops in World War I.212   

 

Weeks produced a number of matter-of-fact notations of the points of entry to the 

underground supply and hospital tunnels, including The Chalk Pit, 1918 (fig.15).  The 

medical officer also produced his most enigmatic expression from this early period: The 

Catacombs (fig.16, 1918).  It is, without doubt, the most curious image he produced from this 

 
209. University of Auckland, Special Collections; “World War I Centenary: Vieira Currie,” accessed 1 December 2018, 

http://www.specialcollections.auckland.ac.nz/ww1-centenary/collegians-at-war/their-stories/vieira-currie 

210. The author acknowledges the war researcher Jenny Haworth for drawing her attention to this abbreviated reference in Weeks’ military 

record.  I note, however, he appears to have gone on leave in England on the 28th of October 1918, some 16 days into his apparent period of 

punishment.  Archives New Zealand, Wellington office, WEEKS, John – WW1 3/3446 – Army (Item ID R22017520.  

211. Although unrecorded on his military record, Ron Stenberg seemed to recall Weeks telling him of being mustard gassed and injured 

during the course of ambulance driving.  He felt the mustard gas had permanently affected Weeks’ health.  Stenberg in phone interview with 

the author, 11 September 2015. 

212. Archives New Zealand, Wellington office, WEEKS, John – WW1 3/3446 – Army (Item ID R22017520).  

http://www.specialcollections.auckland.ac.nz/ww1-centenary/collegians-at-war/their-stories/vieira-currie
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war-time period.  A tug of autobiography is wrought; the watercolour is attached to an army 

medical form for infectious diseases.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mystery, melancholic colour, unusual composition, and a naïf quality compel the viewer to 

query this representation of the ‘half-seen.’  Though small, the watercolour pulls the viewer 

into a darkling cave-tunnel providing few clear referents.  It represents a section of the 

underground hospital system at the Western Front, perhaps in Arras, where the New Zealand 

tunnels were made.  In The Catacombs Weeks unifies the shapes and colour, and avoids 

punctuating the picture plane with implied deep depth.  Dark blue-purple hues are exploited 

to pensive effect.  Inexplicable balls of glowing indigo cling to the curving wall to the left.  

Delicate, remote figures, unit-like in construction, are silhouetted against a wash of lilac-blue 

colour.  Above them hangs a hook-like shard of light.  The figures signify duty in an 

unearthly zone of the earth, but what are they doing?  How does it feel to be underground, 

with little light?  What lies beyond this cavern?  Danger?  Darkness?  Light?  There is not an 

Fig. 15. The Chalk Pit (reserve A.D.S), 1918 

Watercolour and ink 

Approx. 115 x 154 mm 

Autograph Book PD-1959-1-p45 

Auckland War Memorial Museum  

Tāmaki Paenga Hira 

Autograph Book PD-1959-1-p45 

 
 

Fig.16.  The Catacombs, 1918  

Watercolour on army medical form 

115 x 154 mm 

Auckland War Memorial Museum  

Tāmaki Paenga Hira 

PD-1954-3-2 
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extensive history of artworks produced underground, for obvious logistical reasons and issues 

of light or the lack of it.  This is a ‘landscape’ subject, but not as we are used to.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

The altered landscapes and quarried spaces experienced by Weeks during the War relate to 

his most monumental painting: Sun Bathed Clay Pit (fig.17, c.1921).  Measuring at 1270 x 

1645 mm, it is his largest painting in existence.  It references the brickworks industry and the 

quarries of Canterbury.  Diminutive workers and items of equipment are seen in the darkened 

foreground.  The painting was priced at a not inconsiderable £65, purchased by the 

Canterbury Society of Arts through both a Christchurch City Council grant and membership 

subscription.213  The local press applauded Weeks’ representation as ‘a most striking 

picture…and the greatest achievement of the year…a triumphant thrill of colour and light.’214  

 
213. The Society originally intended to buy a painting by Weeks called The Stone Bridge near Oamaru for 14/14 but opted for the more 

expensive, larger subject of the quarry.  Minute Book, Box 1, part 2, Canterbury Society of Arts archive, Robert and Barbara Library and 

Archives, Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puno o Waiwhetū.   

214.  Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” 51. Although she cites the Lyttelton Times, the full reference does not appear.   

Fig. 17. Sun Bathed Clay Pit, c. 1921 

1270 x 1645 mm  

Oil on canvas 

Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū 
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However, it was novel, too, perhaps because of its un-picturesque and yet alluring subject.  

But above all, it celebrates luminous colour, unusual and irregular shapes, and the viscosity 

of both clay and oil paint.  Clay, so essential to the Canterbury economy, is objectified in all 

its crumbling, light-reflecting materiality.  Geometricised shapes, textures, and shapely 

shadow hold the attention of the viewer as they contemplate the naturalism of this edifice.  

Colour and the pleasurable connotations of sun-baked earth, warmth, and the close of the 

summer day, are also key to the picture’s power.  The clay façade suggests more of a quarry 

face than excavation into the earth from above, although the cast shadow in the foreground  

hints at the surrounding elevated earth.215  The viewer is supposedly ‘in’ the pit with the 

diminutive workers and tools.216  Weeks exaggerates the contrast between these tiny figures 

and the monumentality of the glowing façade behind them.  There is no perspective past this 

swathe of crumbly, variegated clay topped with green life and deep blue sky above.  The 

Christchurch picture is a ‘sandwich’ of colour and content, foreshadowing his horizontally-

arranged drawings of desert villages in the Maghreb some seven years later.   

 

In the early 1970s, Cantabrian artist and commentator Leonard Booth provided his 

recollections of Weeks’ agenda, which suggests the artist’s interest in the colour theory of the 

French Impressionists, and his early belief in careful colour orchestration: 

 

The subject attracted him chiefly because it presented a large area constituting 

an orange-yellow cliff.  Since orange-yellow is the most ‘advancing of colours’... 

John saw that this would excellently serve as the centre of interest in a painting of the 

quarry.  He saw also that the subject presented full opportunity for the surrounding of 

the orange-yellow with colour complementary for it, and therefore enhancing its 

luminosity.  For John, luminosity of colours was of prime importance...Very sparingly 

indeed, he introduced also neutrals.  This completed, so to speak, his full 

orchestration.  In addition, John gave full attention to...the architectural structure of 

the whole... [A]ll lines led the beholder’s eye to the centre of interest, the orange-

yellow cliff....217 

 
215. Rata Bird (later Lovell-Smith) submitted unidentified artworks titled Sunbaked and The Quarry for exhibition in 1922.  It would be 

helpful to locate these and consider them against Weeks’ example.  Canterbury Annual Exhibition Catalogue (Christchurch: Lyttleton 

Times, 1922), 16. 

216. ‘Around the Port Hills of Christchurch are these clay escarpments which were worked for decades by brick works [and] getting ever 

larger and deeper.’  Neil Roberts, email to the author, 5 May 2015. 

217.  Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” 50. 
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The subject, according to Booth, was important to Weeks because of its architectural and 

colour potential.  In colour and scale, this gouged landscape representation, is singular in 

New Zealand art history, however Petrus van der Velden’s interest in clay and rock edifices, 

such as Rock Study, Sumner (c.1890, Te Papa) is one important local referent that will have 

informed Weeks’ preoccupation.  British artist Laura Knight, who lived in Cornwall until 

1919, produced themes of altered-landscape and industrial activity in her series of images 

including Men Working in a China Clay Pit and The China Clay Pit (1914, Penlee House 

Museum, not illustrated).  It is possible Weeks had access to them during his years in Britain, 

during the War.  Were there once other works related to his large exhibition piece that were 

destroyed in the Fire?  There is a contemporaneous oil study of Canterbury’s Halswell Quarry 

amongst Weeks’ uncatalogued estate works.  Was there once a much larger composition after 

that well-known quarry?   

 

Weeks’ interests in the extractive industries as subject were, in fact, percolating as early as 

his Australian sojourn from 1912 to 1915, as noted earlier.  Minnie White reported that 

Weeks spent: ‘…a great amount of time’ poring over art in the galleries of New South 

Wales.218  The railways excavation subject of Arthur Streeton’s epic Fire’s On (1891, 

A.G.N.S.W Gallery) was a possible source of encouragement.219  Fragmentary oil sketches in 

the artist’s estate depict camping scenes reminiscent of the environment at Box Hill, Victoria, 

represented by the Heidelberg School of Australian Impressionism.  By 1913, Weeks was 

using the railways to explore New South Wales, including Penrith and the Blue Mountains.220  

A work pertinent to Weeks’ Sun Bathed Clay Pit is the tiny watercolour and pencil drawing 

Worked Out Copper Mine, Cobar (fig 18, c.1913) which shows the dark entrance of the 

defunct mine, and idle troughs. 

 

 
218. Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” 37. 

219. Mackie, 29.  She suggests this forcefully.  ‘Weeks’ ‘Cobar Copper Mine’ is much too similar to Streeton’s well known ‘Fire’s On’ 

Lapstone Tunnel…and his Cutting the Tunnel, Lapstone …to be the result of fortuitous circumstances.’ 

220. One site was Bourke, where he sketched the camels managed by the Muslim cameleers, a subject that anticipates his enthusiasm for 

Morocco.  University of Auckland Art History Database, https://digitool.auckland.ac.nz/ 

https://digitool.auckland.ac.nz/


 

69 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

His Australian sojourn was during the same period as Hilder’s contemporaneous railways 

subjects such as The Deviation (fig. 19, c.1913), inspired by the Hornsby brickworks.221  

Weeks had praised the watercolourist as working in a ‘style distinctly his own’ in his notes of 

around 1912.222  The deeper hues of Hilder’s brick-hues come to mind when considering 

Weeks’ nocturne of the mudflats and pier in St Ives, Cornwall (fig.20, c.1918).  Cornwall was 

a favourite location for artists, including New Zealand artists Frances Hodgkins and Margaret 

Stoddart.  It was also close to Weeks’ birthplace in Devon.   

 

 
221. It is likely, since most of the acquisitions and bequests of Hilder’s work by the Art Gallery of New South Wales happened after Weeks’ 

first period in the country, that he saw Hilder’s watercolours exhibited at the Royal Art Society of New South Wales in 1913 and 1914. Silas 

Clifford-Smith, “Jesse Jewhurst Hilder’ 2009-2011,” accessed 1 September 2014, http://www.daao.org.au/bio/jesse-jewhurst-

hilder/biography/.  A later source of Hilder’s work is: Sydney Ure Smith and Bertram Stevens, eds, The Art of J.J. Hilder (Sydney: Angus & 

Robertson, 1918). 

222. ‘John Weeks Archive,’Notebook, RC2001/1, E.H.McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

 

Fig. 18. ‘Worked out Cobar Copper Mine Westline N.S.W’ 

Watercolour on paper, inscribed l.r. 

Measurements not available 

Art History Database, University of Auckland 

 

Fig.19. Jesse Jewhurst Hilder (1881-1916) 

The Deviation, c.1913 

Sydney Ure Smith and Bertram Stevens (eds)  

The Art of J.J. Hilder  

Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1918. 

http://www.daao.org.au/bio/jesse-jewhurst-hilder/biography/
http://www.daao.org.au/bio/jesse-jewhurst-hilder/biography/
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Francis McCracken produced his own tidily Post-Impressionist renderings of St Ives harbour 

such as Boats at St. Ives, Cornwall in the same period.  It is possible the two were together 

while Weeks was on brief leave from the War in 1919.  Weeks uses a reductive approach 

with the subject of pier, boats and evening.  A preoccupation with strong horizontals and 

Fig. 20.  St Ives, Cornwall, c.1918 

Oil on canvas 

508 x 607 mm 

Private Collection, Wellington  

Fig. 21. The Lonely Grave (Ypres Sector), 

c. 1918, 

Watercolour on paper 

‘Autograph Book’ PD-1959-1-p80 

Approx. 115 x 154 mm 

Auckland War Memorial Museum Tamaki 

Paenga Hira.  

Fig.22. Ypres, c.1918 

Watercolour on paper 

Measurements not available 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

Research Collection 2010/1  

(Un-catalogued) 
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verticals begins to emerge in his oeuvre at this point.  In this regimented composition, the 

repeating verticals of the boats are offset by the stretch of the pier.  The quality of repose that 

prevails, despite the Art Nouveau movements of the water, is reminiscent of the strangely-

still compositions of Seurat.  The ‘line of beauty’ in the form of fanciful pools, however, 

seems to live its own vital life, separate to the orchestration of geometries.  The glowing 

stretch of pier, which reduces depth in the composition, is described by small daubs of golden 

to rusty colour.  This luminous, horizontal force is reminiscent of the earthy façade in Sun 

Bathed Clay Pit, albeit applied in a very different manner.  Here, red is the key-note, 

signalled by the sail, suggestively lit by the last of the day’s light, and which reflects in the 

water.  Small dark human figures are evident at the base of the sail in shadow.   

 

In the evening sky, an overhanging moon is interrupted by one of the masts.  This striking 

composition has strong pictorial architecture, sonorous in colour, and is suggestively elegiac.  

A red cross-shape emerges through forms of mast and pier at centre-left.  This section of wall 

edge is outlined in red pigment.  Is this merely a formal decision?  Weeks’ surviving oeuvre 

suggests that non-rational creative processes were part of his investigations.  There are 

relationships between another image of altered-landscape – the little contemporaneous 

symbolic cross on a pooling battlefield at twilight (fig.21, The Lonely Grave (Ypres Sector), 

c.1918) – and the mud pools slashed with red in the nocturne of St Ives.  His brooding 

watercolour notation of ruins in the historic city of Ypres, Belgium (fig.22, Untitled, c.1918), 

has an eerie light suggestive of still-burning fires.  The almost-monstrous shape in the 

shadows is barely architectural.  A faint lone human figure sits beneath, as if in 

contemplation. 

 

St Ives, Cornwall is roughly contemporary with Weeks’ unlocated paintings which appeared 

at the British Empire exhibition at Wembley in 1924 in the New Zealand section.  The 

Council of the Canterbury Society of Arts were to choose ‘…pictures [dealing] with typical 

New Zealand subjects…preferably…by artists still living.’223   Richard Wallwork, Archibald 

Baxter and McGregor Wright were charged with making the selection.224  Weeks’ titles and 

 
223. It seems the Council was expected to put forward, ‘..ancient and modern pictures showing the historical development of the Dominion.’  

However, ‘[it] was considered that this did not come within the sphere of Council and no action was taken.  It was decided to comply with 

the request for a collection of pictures dealing with the fauna and flora of the Dominion.’ Press, “Art Society: Canterbury Pictures for 

Empire Exhibition,” 19 July 1923.   

224. The British Empire Exhibition (1924) Wembley London (London: Fleetway Press, 1924).  The catalogue for the Wembley exhibition is 

available online:  https://babel.hathitrust.org. 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/
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prices were: A Corner of Auckland Harbour priced at £42, Pearly Morning, The Square, 

Christchurch and An Auckland Landscape were £10 each, and A Wet Evening… was £12.225  

 

The resulting exhibition received mixed reviews but leaned towards underwhelmed.  An 

unknown reviewer introduces the New Zealand section with the sentence: ‘[t]he impression 

given is that here is a country cousin arrived as a guest in a house where all is costly and 

splendid.’226  Rhona Haszard’s Snow at the Foothills was considered untruthful in its 

apparent lack of ‘… a typical New Zealand atmosphere.’227  Grace Butler’s Farm Beyond the 

Marsh (Evening Glow, c.1919, C.A.G) was deemed, ‘…another good painting, which seems 

to have no bearing on New Zealand scenery...’.  The reviewer writes that the ‘very second 

picture in the catalogue,’ Pearly Morning, The Square, Christchurch, a painting by Weeks, 

‘…commands attention and thought.’  However, the London correspondent also saw it as 

untruthful.228  The writer continues: ‘[it] is an interesting impression, after the modern school, 

but one cannot help wondering whether the license shown in depicting the Cathedral is quite 

justified…’.229  There was not enough empirical and local ‘truth’ then, demonstrated by 

Weeks, Butler, or Haszard, although Pearly Morning’s association with the ‘modern school’ 

appears to explain, for the writer, Weeks’ avoidance of the literal and his interest in 

expressive distortion.  Major Alfred Appleby Longden (1875-1954), Assistant-Director of the 

Palace of Arts, who had previously acted as an arts coordinator in Canterbury for the 1906-

1907 International Exhibition in Christchurch, also provides an opinion in the same press 

review.230  He was disappointed in the selection, partly as it did not include artists such as van 

der Velden, Elizabeth and Cecil Kelly, and Margaret Stoddart.  Echoing the first writer, he 

states, ‘New Zealand could have done better …’.  He notes that ‘J. Weeks easily heads the list 

in architectural subjects with his two sketches, ‘Pearly Morning …, and ‘Wet Evening, 

Christchurch.’231   

 
225. The British Empire Exhibition (London: Fleetway Press, 1924).   

226. “New Zealand Art: Empire Contributions at Wembley,” Press, 12 July 1924.  Thanks to Richard Wolfe, for alerting the author to this 

report. 

227. Press, “New Zealand Art: Empire Contributions at Wembley,” 12 July 1924.   

228. The Evening Post notes of Longden, ‘In 1907, Major Longden had charge of the British art collection at the Christchurch Exhibition’.  

This refers to the British section of the fine arts at the International Exhibition in Christchurch.  Evening Post, “Battle Honours,” 15 May 

1918. Tim Jones of Christchurch Art Gallery Library has indicated the records suggest Longden was actually an administrator, and Isidore 

Spielman was the director in overall charge. 

229. Press, “New Zealand Art: Empire Contributions at Wembley,” 12 July 1924.   

230. See note 226 on Longden’s role in Christchurch. 

231. Press, “New Zealand Art,” 12 July 1924.  Longden’s commentary appears under the sub-heading ‘Expert Criticism’ and is embedded 

in the report from the Press’s London correspondent. 
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In contrast to the artistic license perceived of Pearly Morn, A Corner of Auckland Harbour, 

the most expensive painting by Weeks, was deemed too particular.  It was ‘…a realistic 

painting … [which represented] the unpleasant phases of landscape’ such as: 

 

…the mouth of one of those streams that are half drains, half tidal rivers.  It is low 

tide and the oozy mud shows above the water.  A wind-bent bush on the bank 

completes a masterly work.232   

 

To convey glistening ooze requires facility with evoking texture and light.  Weeks excelled in 

this to a highly empirical degree with Sun Bathed Clay Pit.  Wet ‘oozy’ mud was very 

familiar to the artist.  The miserable conditions, slime and water-filled shell holes streaked 

with blood, strewn body-parts, and the wholesale slaughter of men much younger than 

Weeks, would be impossible to forget.  We are not privy to the artist’s mental processes 

whilst painting.  However, such recurring motifs of mud, gouged terrain along with elegiac 

qualities and symbolism, strongly suggest that memory, the formal, and the psychological all 

played a role. 

Landscape Themes after 1930 

 

   

 

I have so far addressed Weeks’ early formal vocabularies and recurring landscape themes and 

preoccupations which include the elegiac nocturne.  What emerges is a keen interest in 

formal values, compositional orchestration, symbolism, and expressive pictorial means, all of 

which amplify the experience of contemplation.  There are few landscape examples from 

Weeks’ period after leaving New Zealand in 1923 to his return in 1929, despite his rambles 

 
232. Press, “New Zealand Art”, 12 July 1924.  

 

Caption reads: ‘Winner of the Bledisloe Landscape Medal, 

Mr. John Weeks, of Northcote, awarded the Bledisloe 

Landscape Medal at the annual exhibition of the Auckland 

Society of Arts, working on a new scene yesterday.’  

New Zealand Herald, 15 May 1935. 
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through rural Scotland in the middle 1920s.  Landscape infiltrated his sketches in Morocco 

addressed later in this study.  Weeks’ landscape themes, primarily of the 1930s and 1940s, 

are what I turn to now.   

 

As with his earlier images, I approach the artist’s later themes of landscape with a broader yet 

closer focus on his oeuvre that does not set out to privilege the: ‘abstract and formalist’, 

Weeks’ ‘contribution to modernism in New Zealand’, or ‘New Zealandism.’  This best allows 

individual works to reveal other truths.  After 1930, there are continuing preoccupations 

which signal his earlier interests.  These include the clay quarry-face; the arabesque or 

serpentine line, humanoid clusters of repoussoir trees, and the nocturne.  Weeks often worked 

on paintings over a number of years, concurrently with other works.  The multi-layered, 

darkling subject Cavern, discussed at the end of this chapter, may be an example of this.  

Along with such studio conceptions, he appears to have painted in oil directly before the 

subject, too.  There are sometimes strange ‘bedfellows’ in his works: an accommodation of 

both the directly observed and the highly generalised.  A large number of paintings, some 

unresolved or possible replications of early, lost work, suggest the terrain of either the 

Waikato area of the North Island or Huia in the Waitakere Ranges of West Auckland.  There 

are reports of Weeks and Elam students travelling out of suburban Auckland to paint places 

like Pio Pio in Waitomo and the Waitakere Ranges.233  This does not square with Docking’s 

description of an artist ‘…who simply loved the craft of painting, of experimenting with 

mediums and the various means of painterly expression.’  Weeks needed visual catalysts in 

the world, as most artists do.    

 

Praise was heaped on a ‘regionalist’ painting by Weeks, an enthusiasm never matched again 

in subsequent, contemporaneous reviews where his landscape themes were seen.  After the 

Shower, Waitakere Ranges (fig.23, c.1935), a painting neither stuffily academic nor aloofly 

modern, won the annual Bledisloe Award for Landscape painting that year.234  It features a 

serpentine road through cleared pastures and glowering dark mountains under clearing skies.  

The longstanding, romantic theme of approaching calm and light after a storm, is, however, 

toughened up with somewhat brusque treatment.  Flickers of purple and yellow, and scrawled 

 
233. For instance, former curator of the Fletcher Collection, Peter Shaw, was told by former Elam students Jack Crippen and Helen Brown 

that Pio Pio was one area they used to visit ‘often’.  Peter Shaw in email to author, 24 June 2015.  

234. The Bledisloe Medal was one of many medals introduced by Lord Charles Bledisloe and his wife, Lady Elaine Bledisloe, for landscape 

painting in 1935 and 1943. The prize would be awarded only if there was a painting that was felt to deserve merit. 
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lines, as if from the end of the brush, articulate the foliage and hills.  The snaking road comes 

to an abrupt halt.  A congestion of land-forms prevent depth ‘through’ the green landscape.   

  

 

 

 

Slender pale tree trunks, anthropomorphic in their dispositions, reach for the sky, and 

epiphytes cling at the crooks of their branches.  These trees have their ancestors in the trunks 

and poles that empower and flatten Weeks’ early compositions.  But here, flailing upper 

branches hint at violence wrought on the land, as do the white stalks studding the hills 

beyond.  These precede the more histrionic trees of Eric Lee-Johnson, such as Slain Tree 

(1945).  It is not unreasonable to align these forest remnants with the acres of shorn trunks 

Weeks saw at the Front.   

 

The artist’s subject of roading carved into the Waitakere hills emerged at a time of particular 

concern about the preservation of the Ranges.  A letter to the New Zealand Herald that year, 

signed ‘Anti-Sacrilege’, rails against the losses of native bush. 

 

Unless immediate action is taken irreplaceable kauris, kahikateas, and rimus will fall 

to the bushman’s axe.  Too little have we valued the scenic grandeur of the 

Waitakeres, now depleted of its majestic native trees….  Should the suggested scenic 

drive from Titirangi through the ranges ever materialise, as indeed it must, no amount 

Fig.23.  After the Shower, Waitakere Ranges, c.1933  

Medium unknown 

517 x 410 mm,  

Art in New Zealand 7, no.4, June, 1935, (frontispiece). 
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of money or painful regret will restore to us [this] stretch of beautiful bush…235 

 

Weeks’ painting may have won the Bledisloe partly because it spoke to a topical issue – the 

ever-declining natural environment of Auckland.  It also reveals Weeks’ painting as part of a 

visual and literary conversation, tinged with mixed emotions: pride, melancholy and 

ambivalence which had emerged with early colonial representations of cleared New Zealand 

terrain.  The toll of farming on New Zealand land and forests, was not lost on this the son of a 

farmer who had cleared ‘200 acres of virgin land in the Te Awamutu district.’236  

 

Another, more rhythmical, decorative example, From Bush to Pastureland, (fig.24, c.1940s), 

further challenges established opinion that Weeks was resistant or reluctant to explore 

‘nationalist’ topics.  The painting, which is one of several versions, offers for contemplation 

the violence done to once-lush lands in pursuit of colonial establishment. 

 

 

 

Erosion due to widespread destruction of the bush is one clear result.  A pale road winds its 

way through and over shorn hills towards a clutch of remaining forest nestling in the valley.  

Cliffs in a startling blue match that of an old farmhouse with a smoking chimney.  A trail of 

smoke can be seen at the left, a reference to the burn-off of bush, the rich brown hills 

suggestive of a scorched or parched state.  As in After the Shower, a clearing storm is 

 
235. New Zealand Herald, “The Waitakere Bush,” 10 May 1935.  

236. New Zealand Herald, “Woman’s World,” 15 April 1944.  

 

Fig. 24. From Bush to Pastureland, c.1940s 

Tempera on board  

830 x 1005 mm 

MTG Hawkes’ Bay Tai Ahuriri  
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suggested in the sky.  But has peace really been restored, or will the ghosts of the felled 

remain? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Study of Trees, Waiheke Island (fig.25, c.1935, Waikato Museum) also features a roughly 

hewn, denuded rural locale, cut road-sides, and basic vernacular dwellings.  Weeks’ elegant 

dancing trees, seem to come from a lyrical current in his oeuvre evident by around 1920: they 

feel like a separate entity within the painting, and speak to his romantic interest in the 

mysticism of trees.  They are at odds with his pile of acerbic, cubistic rocks.  The latter, 

however, are nonetheless pressed into the composition’s circular movement, while a 

diminutive nikau idles awkwardly in the distance to the far right.  Such formal clashing 

reflects both the softer, more rhythmical impulses of Weeks’ oeuvre and the newer, jagged 

forms that appeared in his work by the late 1920s.  

 

Fig. 25. Study of Trees, Waiheke Island, c. 1935 

Oil on canvas 

356 x 406 mm 

Courtesy of Waikato Museum Te Whare Taonga o Waikato 
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Though sharing the colour and representation of clearing weather as his winning entry, After 

the Shower, Weeks’ looser oil sketch Landscape (fig. 26, c.1935) suggests a direct sketch in 

the Waitakere Ranges.  Its looser, more sensuous manner, brings to mind Cézanne’s daubs 

and discrete colour patches.  Grey patches floating in a sky inflected with milky sea-green 

suggest the proximity of low cloud, while bright green in the key of a Granny Smith apple 

flickers in the foreground.  A seeming rimu tree communes with a smaller dead trunk.  All 

seems to materialise before our eyes as if emanating from the warm brown of the board itself.   

 

In terms of Weeks ‘resisting a national role’, like most about his oeuvre, ‘it’s complicated.’  

Fairburn touted Weeks as heralding a ‘school of New Zealand painting’ based on the artist’s 

representation of the Waitakere Ranges in 1935.  However, he enthused about all of Weeks’ 

eight paintings exhibited at the Auckland Art Society exhibition rooms that year.  To 

reiterate: they appealed as ‘a happy marriage between tradition and personal expression that it 

is difficult to speak of it in the usual fashion as being “influenced by so-and-so.”’237  For 

Fairburn, After the Shower, discussed earlier, offered a striking approach to the New Zealand 

landscape, though that degree of appreciation may not be shared today.  He introduces Weeks 

with these words: ‘A prophet has no honour in his own country.  The same, perhaps, 

sometimes applies to this artist.’  Hesitancy immediately qualifies his suggestion of Weeks as 

‘prophet’, marked by his ‘perhaps’ and ‘sometimes.’  Yet he continues:  

 

His “Jewish Women” is superb.  This is contemporary painting at its very best.   

 
237. A.R.D Fairburn, “John Weeks’ Fine Work: Auckand Artist Sets High Standard in Society of Arts Annual Show,” New Zealand 

Observer, 7 May 1935.   

Fig. 26. Untitled, c.1935 

Oil on board 

• 394 x 490mm 

Christchurch Art Gallery  

Te Puna o Waiwhetū 
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…The Waitakere Ranges landscape, too, is full of rich colour, without having any of 

that Brangwyn lusciousness that is so attractive and so wearying.  This, if anywhere, 

one feels, is the starting point for a “school of New Zealand painting.” 238  

 

The phrase ‘school of New Zealand painting’ is not expanded on.  However, the sense that 

the local landscape, through some sort of osmosis, could somehow ‘school’ its artists with its 

distinctiveness is certainly one suggestion.  It is also as if Weeks’ After the Shower is the 

necessary tonic Fairburn prescribes for the country’s health, while the colourful design of the 

unknown Jewish Washerwoman is a delightful bonus.   

 

 

 

 
 

 

What comprised ‘New Zealandness’ however?  Weeks often sketched and painted in West 

Auckland bush-clad areas until at least 1950, often staying with the Redwood family.239  

 
238. Fairburn’s essay, “Some Aspects of New Zealand Art and Letters,” was an important resource for Francis Pound’s longstanding study 

into national consciousness in New Zealand art. A.R.D Fairburn, “Some Aspects of New Zealand Art and Letters,” Art in New Zealand VI, 

no. 4, June 1934.  

239. Art dealer Warwick Henderson has confirmed that ‘..the Redwoods were good friends of John Weeks and he would stay with them and 

paint in the area on and off.’ Email from Warwick Henderson to the author, 4 March 2013. 

Fig.28.  El Abidat, c.1927 

Brown crayon on paper 

210 x 270 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/16/285) 

Fig.27.  Courtyard at Mrs Sara Redwood’s House, Titirangi, c.1950 

Oil on canvas on board 

Warwick Henderson Gallery Catalogue, 2002. 

John Weeks artist file, Te Aka Matua Research Library, 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 
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But his native punga in a red-brick courtyard seem exotic (fig.27, Courtyard at Mrs Sara 

Redwood’s House, Titirangi).  Their length and up-thrust of fanning fronds echo his 

Moroccan drawings of art deco-inflected date palms from over twenty years prior (fig.28. El 

Abidat, c.1927).  Docking was the first to insist that ‘the quest for New Zealand motifs was of 

no vital concern to Weeks.’  However, local motifs were not his ‘vital’ concern partly 

because Weeks had many interests.  The artist, from around 1916, was in search of 

contemplative compositions with expressive design rather than a ‘portrait’ of New Zealand.  

In some of this non-specificity, he was representative of his generation of New Zealand 

painters.  Weeks, though, was not at all blind to the particulars of his natural environment, or 

in tuning into a spiritual or emotional response to the landscape of his youth, for instance.  

The most accurate ‘truth’ is that Weeks resists easy summary. 

 

In 1938 Arthur Hipwell marvelled at a watercolour by Weeks, titled Cut Hill.  It was, he felt:   

 

…a gem.  It has a superb quality, conveyed with a surprising economy of statement. 

One can imagine it remaining forever fresh and interesting.240 

 

A ‘cut hill’ in an untitled watercolour (fig.29. Untitled) also reveals Weeks’ 

potential for ‘economy of statement.’  Bare paper suggests a shaft of light upon the 

pale earth topped with a roof of curious red tinted ‘grass’, but this light does not 

rest upon substance; it remains independent.  There are repeating curves: both in the 

sky and the upper and lower ground.  The lower ground wraps around the base of 

the hill and pokes itself ‘into’ this terrain.  The watercolour’s directness contrasts 

with the careful arrangement in the much earlier studio design Evening at a 

Wiltshire Farm (fig.30).  However, there are distinct echoes here in its undulations 

and shapes. 

 

 

 

 
240. Arthur Hipwell, “Auckland Display,” Auckland Star, 23, May 1938. 
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Further rhythmical echoes, and emphatic orchestration of composition and colour, are 

found in Study for Clay Riverbanks, (fig.31, c.1938).  The pastoral vista features 

prominent clay banks which rise, presumably, above an unseen river.  The artist’s 

now familiar non-specific trees frame the road.  The artist stresses arabesque rhythms, 

textural and vivid colour contrasts, while simultaneously maintaining the tension of 

Fig. 29. Untitled, c.1930s 

Watercolour on paper 

Uncatalogued 

Auckland Art Gallery o Tāmaki 

Research Collection 2010/1/11 

Fig.30.  Evening at a Wiltshire Farm 

Watercolour on paper 

Location unknown 

Source: Canterbury Society of Arts Catalogue, 

1922. 

Fig. 31. Study for Clay Riverbanks, 

c.1938 

Oil on board 

495 x 625 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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the picture plane.241  Study is reminiscent of the rural subject, heightened colour, and 

flattened treatment of forms in Spencer Gore’s The Cinder Path (1912, Tate Gallery).  

Weeks’ vivacious composition also has a definite ancestor in the luminous edifice of 

his post-War Sun Bathed Clay Pit.  The titular river-banks are composed of planarly 

volume where creamy ochre-yellows tones are complemented by soft mauve, whereas 

in the fields, sections of orange, green and lilac-blue amplify each-other.  The 

movement across these coloured ‘fields’ is reminiscent of the curvaceous rhythms in 

earlier examples such as his evening scene in St Ives.  There is also a zig-zag motion 

up the picture, across the rising and falling pastures.  This would appear to more 

violent effect in Weeks’ gorge motifs discussed later in this chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Another more directly handled painting, is Landscape with Bridge (fig.32, c.1930s), which, 

ironically, was lost to fire in recent years.  The river finishes at the lower edge of the paper, 

providing the viewer ‘entry’; a common feature of Weeks’ river and landscape subjects. 

Arabesque movements similar to those in Study for Clay Riverbanks provide a counter-point 

 
241. Charles Tole’s highly textured From Pukekohe Hill, exhibited in 1952 by Helen Hitchings in Fifteen New Zealand Painters, Irving 

Galleries, London, clearly descends from this composition.  It is quite possible, given Weeks’ other more reductive designs in the early 

1940s, that he once had similarly abstracted variants of his clay river banks motif.  See: Ferner Galleries Catalogue, Auckland, 2003, 48. 

Fig. 32. Landscape with Bridge, c.1930s 

Tempera on paper 

555 x 736 mm 

Courtesy of Milford Galleries  

(Destroyed in a fire while in transit in 2017) 
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to the hard, white horizontal of the bridge over reflecting water.  The bridge has a local, 

vernacular quality.  The climbing, curving bank to the left rises from the ground, up the 

picture plane and turns right as if to cross the bridge.  The sense that it may or may not join 

up with the upper white curve at the right provides the curious X-factor of the composition.  

 

 

 

However, Roadway into King Country (fig.33, c.1935), which represents gouged clay banks, 

sky, road, trees and rocks, is a far more congested composition than the previous two 

paintings, and the result is intriguing.  The ‘road’ of the probably posthumous title is a bit of a 

nonsense given the lack of visual foray into suggested depth.  The pile up of cubistic rocks to 

the left contributes to the picture’s almost oppressive effect.  Massed horizontal brushstrokes 

alleviate some of this sense through their directional force.  The painting’s tonal cohesion 

through two main colours, green and ochre, faceting, shallow depth, and the inclusion of 

some Cézannesque striations, was rare in New Zealand art at the time.  With his early Sun 

Bathed Clay Pit we were confronted with the textures, shadows and crumbling surface of a 

clay face in Canterbury, but this enigmatic façade denies such certainties.   

 

The road has a ‘pied-piper’ aura to it.  It brings us, the straggler child, to a halt at the 

armature of the clay banks ahead.  These forms are like filled-in arched gateways, or portals 

to a brick kiln, or closed-in entrance to an underground hospital at the front.  These, however, 

are pointed in their refusal of access.  At centre-left, a shape like a wound simultaneously 

suggests carved terrain and yet stands alone as a hovering happening of grey-brown, red-

brown, and black against creamy ochres.  But is this simply what I see?  The strength of the 

Fig.33.  Roadway into King Country, c.1935 

Oil on board 

375 x 495 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of Ferner Galleries 
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painting is its evocation of different associations for the viewer. 

 

In 1983 the painting was at Marshall Seifert Gallery in Dunedin.  Reviewer Bridie Lonie 

stated:  

 

[It] is…probably from the late thirties, that time when the New Zealand landscape 

was being redefined by Angus…, McCahon [and] Woollaston…It is a sombre work 

and it is related to McCahon’s landscapes, both in mood and in the way the rock 

forms are carved, like slabs, tombstones: dwarfing man.  But it is also clearly related 

to the earliest cubist works of Braque and Picasso, the L’Estaque landscapes, and it 

occupies a middle ground between academic abstraction and the discovery of an 

indicative New Zealand landscape.242 

 

Indeed, the subject echoes various aspects of Cubism in its compression of objects and space, 

in its more planar moments, and in its severer geometries to the left.  Cézanne’s seemingly 

generic, undulating trees and quarry subjects of L’Estaque may come to mind.  Braque’s 

‘regionalist’ series of L’Estaque, employing spatially compressed and abstracted figuration, 

could have been in Weeks’ mind only a handful of years after leaving France.  His notebooks 

contain scrawled drawings of Braque’s still life.  Yet we cannot say that the painting above 

clearly owes to Braque’s oeuvre without more supplementary and visual evidence.  The 

statement, ‘it is related to McCahon’s landscapes,’ is imprecise.  McCahon was perhaps still 

in art school when this was painted, and the picture, overall, is not particularly reminiscent of 

his landscape motifs.243  Lonie’s description of ‘rock forms…carved, like …tombstones’ is 

evocative, however.  The shapes at the composition’s centre do offer tomb-like associations, 

as if an elegy for the wounded earth is visualised.  Lonie’s ‘indicative New Zealand 

landscape’ has truth to it when considering a range of Weeks’ recurring motifs in this chapter, 

such as the quarried hill, cut roadside, or craggy limestone cliff.  Roadway into King Country 

can now be understood as part of a continuum of motifs in Weeks’ oeuvre, rather than merely 

the result of the impact of French Modernism upon regionalist concerns.  His formal 

vocabulary is old-fashioned within the still-strong trajectory of modernism at the centres but 

that standard measure is inappropriate when something new is offered – the personal 

 
242. Bridie Lonie, “Exhibitions of Unusual Interest,” Otago Daily Times, 8 August 1983. 

243. There is a superficial resemblance to those geometricised earth and rock motifs in McCahon’s later Liger Bay (1948, Private 

Collection). 



 

85 

 

expression.  Roadway has an affect which cannot be accommodated by its framing purely in 

terms of formally innovative modes of description in the context of New Zealand art or a 

focus on the ‘regional.’ 

 

The Mountain Stream series (c.1942) and Cavern (c.1950) 

 
 

 

 

Weeks was regarded by many intellectuals and artists as a leading, if not the leading, New 

Zealand artist.  Consequently, and in acknowledgments of travel grants bestowed on local 

artists, in the early 1940s the Auckland Society of Arts commissioned Weeks to produce 

paintings for the Carnegie Corporation of New York.244  Siblings of the resulting 

commission, The Bed of a New Zealand Gorge (c.1942, Metropolitan Museum, image not 

available), are considered here.245  The conflation of forms and space seen in Roadway into 

King Country is even more pronounced in the study Mountain Stream (fig.34, c.1942) which 

has a Cubo-Futurist flavor with its emphasis on movement and dynamism, as well as faceted 

forms.  This is a rougher, more vibrant conception than the greyer, more contained version, 

Mountain Torrent, formerly owned by Louise Henderson (fig. 35, c.1942, Te Papa).246  The 

inclusion here of both a study and a polished version reveals his experiment with the same 

composition in different colour-ways. 

 

 
244. The Carnegie Corporation, among other gestures, had introduced The Carnegie Travelling Scholarship in 1936.  Two paintings of 

Weeks’ were sent to America, along with a work by Ron Tizard.  R.Tizard, The Auckland Society of Arts 1870-1970: A Centennial History 

(Auckland: Auckland Society of Arts, 1971), 3, 34, 38. 

245. The Bed of a New Zealand Gorge features as a black and white thumb-nail online at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, accessed 10 

September 2016, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/488168. 

246. Thank you to Rebecca Rice of Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa for providing this provenance information. 

Fig.34.  Mountain Stream, c.1942 

Oil on card 

390 x 495 mm 

Private Collection  

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/488168
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In Mountain Stream and Mountain Torrent, a gorge, rocks, horizon and tree – the latter 

reduced to circular-shape and bar – are described with dark outlines.  The picture refuses to 

‘settle.’  It is represented as if from a bird’s eye view over a tilted terrain.  And yet the rocks 

are potentially the size of buildings.  This is cued to the right by a strange warehouse-like 

structure.  In Mountain Torrent at Te Papa, it is clearer still.   It is a surreal inclusion in its 

uncanny presence.  Might it be a nod to the cubic houses in Picasso and Braque’s 

compositions of L’Estaque?  One example in Weeks’ minds-eye was likely Braque’s 

landscapes with houses motif such as Houses at L’Estaque (1908, Museum of Fine Arts, 

Berne, not illustrated).247  A house structure, also positioned to the right, can also be seen in 

Stanley Wallis’s Road to Rotoiti (c.1950, A.A.G, not illustrated) a vivacious homage to 

Weeks’ jagged and faceted landforms.   

 

 

 

Mountain Stream and its larger, darker, and tauter sibling above are dramatic in their light 

and dark contrasts.  There are romantic hints of lifting blue darkness at a high horizon.  The 

abstracted gorge compositions can be understood as partly a counter-homage to the 

thunderous imagery of Otira Gorge by van der Velden, whose presence was heavy in 

Canterbury when Weeks was a younger artist.  Weeks doffs his hat to the revered Dutch 

painter of the Sublime but explores the same sort of subject using a modern, spiky vocabulary 

and a level of ambiguity that sets up perceptual puzzles.  In a period and country where 

modern art was frequently ridiculed, Weeks sought something new from ‘old’ material.  In 

doing so, the artist left his rhythmic vistas behind, to visualise the much-loved local theme of 

 
247. Georges Braque, Houses at L’Estaque, 1908, oil on canvas, 73 x 59.5 cm (Kunstmuseum, Berne). 

Fig.35. Mountain Torrent 

Oil on hardboard 

515 x 659 mm  

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 
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the mountain river in un-sensuous, violent terms: jagged, abstracted, architectural and ‘ultra-

modern.’  By the early 1950s, followers Wallis and Day had also taken up this blunt 

vocabulary and use of ambiguous, shallow space in their paintings.  It is important to note, 

for example, that Melvin Day’s Mountain Torrent (not illustrated) of 1951, discussed recently 

by Gregory O’Brien, can now be helpfully contextualised as an exuberant interpretation of 

Weeks’ most abstract gorge motifs.248  

 

The honour bestowed on the shy artist through the commission by the Society appears to 

have weighed heavily.  Weeks was self-critical in letters, requesting more time due to his 

difficulties.  He was trying, he says, to reconcile the feeling of specific areas of New Zealand 

that he felt keenly, with a non-literal vocabulary.  In light of his endeavour, the 

claustrophobic, aggressive effects of Mountain Stream might be read as analogous or 

reflective of the struggle Weeks had to convey an elusive essence of New Zealand that would 

be both universal and local in resonance.  He conveyed to the facilitators of the commission, 

his attempt to: 

 

…[express] the spirit of New Zealand… I therefore respectfully ask …to reorganise 

my ideas on what I have already accomplished and to try to combine the best of each 

into one complete whole.249 

 

In an accompanying statement with the version of his gorge theme that went to America, he 

wrote:  

 

…it has been the wish and concern of the artist (to the best of his ability) to render 

this subject, not as a pretty piece of New Zealand landscape – obvious to everyone – 

but rather to interpret the stark reality of nature which he feels to be so strongly 

present in the class of New Zealand landscape that appeals to him.  There is, he feels, 

an ever present feeling in our New Zealand landscape, a quality so difficult to express 

in terms of paint, it is recognised that only those who also feel this quality strongly 

 
248. Gregory O’Brien discusses Day’s lively composition in vertical format but the direct connection with Weeks’ most abstract gorge 

motifs discussed in this chapter is not made.  The contemporaneous Limestone Valley, King Country is instead noted.  Gregory O'Brien and 

Mark Hutchins, Melvin Day, artist (Wellington: Victoria University Press; Waikato Museum, 2019), 70-78. 

249. Letter from Weeks to the Presidents and members of the Council, Auckland Society of Arts, Dec 1941, John Weeks Archive, RC 

2007/8/1/1, E. H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki.   He indicates he had ‘20 to 30 canvases laid in,’ 

which suggests considerable effort. 
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will react to it, and enter into any sort of harmony with the ideas of the painter, which 

are to express the spirit and feeling of this country in the most profound manner 

possible.250 

 

Given this seemingly heartfelt explanation, can we accept Docking’s belief that  

Weeks, for the entirety of his painting life, ‘simply loved the craft of painting’?251  Docking 

seemed to think, only six years after meeting him: ‘[h]is reticence and unwillingness to play a 

national role is still a cause of his underestimation as a painter.’252  In 1955, M.K. Joseph 

reported, ‘Despite the landscapes, he does not identify himself as a New Zealand painter, 

whatever that involves.’253  Yet Weeks’ various statements from the early 1940s suggest a 

struggle to balance or translate a genuine love he had for the gorges of the King Country with 

a sharp, modern vocabulary.  The “real” New Zealand, for Weeks, was something more akin 

to symbolism.  Beaglehole, when speaking at Weeks’ Retrospective, read from Weeks’ letter 

to him in the early 1940s, where the artist expressed his wish to suggest: ‘…that tremendous 

power and force of nature which to me seems to underlie the real New Zealand.’254  Notably, 

Beaglehole dwelt for some time on the subject of landscape and the challenges of capturing 

regional differences, but spent little time on Weeks’ other subjects.   

 

Herbert Tornquist’s article on the artist featured multiple reproductions and makes evident 

Weeks’ diversity.  It includes the abstract oil painting with the romantic title, The Haunted 

Glade, which is very similar to a watercolour apparently titled The Cave Mystery (fig. 35, 

c.1948), the effects of which are reminiscent of decalcomania which may well have spawned 

the image. 

 

 
250. Letter from Weeks to J.C. Beaglehole, John Weeks Archive, 2007/8/1/7, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi 

o Tāmaki. 

251. Gil Docking, Two Hundred Years of New Zealand Painting (Auckland: A.H & A.W Reed, 1971), 132. 

252. Docking, Two Hundred Years, 132. 

253. Michael Kennedy Joseph, “John Weeks,” Landfall 9, no.22 (June, 1955): 149. 

254. John Beaglehole, ‘Talk for the opening of a retrospective show of John Weeks' paintings,’ unpublished manuscript, c.April 1955’, 

(MS-Papers-1535-090), Alexander Turnbull Library. 
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Yet while no representations of identifiable landscape – New Zealand or otherwise – featured 

in the article, Tornquist nevertheless felt compelled to write the dubious statement:  

 

It is no exaggeration to say he is the man who put colour into New Zealand landscape; 

but it is not the imported colour from Northern Africa or Southern France, it is colour 

essentially New Zealand.255  [My italics.] 

 

The final landscape image in this chapter, further considers the cave theme Weeks first took 

up in 1918 in supply tunnels during the War.  The nocturnal Cavern (fig. 37. c.1948) 

exemplifies the darker palette of Weeks’ 1940s abstracted landscapes and organic themes.   

The painting, in square format, descends, in part, from a series of landscape studies of a 

fanciful land-formation (fig.39 and fig.40).  Their sibling, Cavern, is ‘topsy-turvy.’  Gravity, 

as suggested through illusionistic painting, is uncertain in either orientation.  The unusual 

choice of a square format avoids associations with monumentality or views of vistas; it is also 

a format often used for non-objective art.   

  

 
255. Herbert Tornquist, Home and Building, “John Weeks,” (1 May 1955): 79. 

Fig.36. The Cave Mystery, c.1948 

Watercolour on paper, signed 

480 x 600 mm  

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of Richard Thomson. 
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The picture is signed twice, ‘top’ and ‘bottom’.  Both orientations are shown here for 

the first time.  The white vertical thrust of the centre right area and its congested 

quality feel strangely opposite to the cavernous sense of entry the subject might be 

expected to suggest.  Forms do not seem to be grounded; the white advancing form 

instead seems to hang like a rough stalactite, but from what?  The painting’s textures 

appear to have been informed by Weeks’ contemporaneous colour studies of bark and 

other organic material (fig.38, Colour Panel, Tree Trunk).  The prominent white area 

– in one orientation suggests Weeks’ ‘weird’ long-faced, long nosed self-portraits of 

around 1950. 

Fig. 37, Cavern, signed twice, c.1950   

Oil on board 

595 x 595 mm 

University of Auckland Art Collection 
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Though Dunn implies earlier in his discussion of Cavern that it is an example of Weeks’ 

more “inventive” work, he then misunderstands the extent of its provocation: 

 

…the painting …has been signed twice…This suggests a degree of confusion, even 

on the part of the artist...256 

 

 
256. Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History (Revised and Expanded)(Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2003), 107. 

Fig. 39.  Within the Cavern, c.1950 

Oil on board, signed,  

340 x 290 mm 

Dunbar Sloane 

 

Fig. 40.  Landscape, c.1950 

Oil on board, signed,  

480 x 370 mm 

Webb’s 

 

 

Fig.38.  Colour Panel, Tree Trunk, c.1950 

• Oil on canvas 

• 393 x 288mm 

Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū 
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Dunn may be confused, but Weeks was not. 257  In the late 1930s, the artist stated: ‘I turn lots 

of my stuff upside down to see whether it will stand by its colour and design alone.’258  His 

perfectly square painting appeared signed twice at his Retrospective.259  The double signature 

reflects the artist’s interest in perceptual provocation; the fertile tension between abstraction 

and figuration is the game he plays here.  The artist indicates, through his signatures, that this 

topsy-turvy painting could be hung either way.  It is telling that Louise Henderson, one of his 

most devoted followers, signed at least two works in an unconventional manner, including 

Houses in Dieppe (1958, A.A.G) which is signed once, but up-side down and at the upper 

edge.  This approach to abstract-imaginative potentiality was made fun of by Auckland artist 

and illustrator John Holmwood in an illustration published some two years before Cavern 

was exhibited (fig. 41).  The ‘artist-in-his-garret’ hangs upside down to sketch his landscape 

image.  A commentator asks, “M-m, ye-es – but what does it mean?”  A question that may be 

asked of Weeks’ Cavern and the other landscape representations in this chapter, is how do 

they make one feel?  More questions and a wider array of images are needed to reveal John 

Weeks as an artist of enquiry into purposeful ambiguity, Cubist-inspired localism, 

environmental concerns, recurring personal iconography such as the gouged landscape, and 

the use of formalism embedded in feeling and meaning.   

 

 

  

 
257. It is obviously a picture that intrigues Dunn, but perhaps for different reasons to mine.  In person he has suggested that Weeks had 

perhaps absentmindedly signed it twice.  He also offered the possibility that Alan Swinton had signed it along with a huge number of un-

inscribed estate works.  His witness report of the latter occurrence is assumed correct, but not where Cavern is concerned.   

258. Joy Bartley, “The Man They Couldn’t “Hang,” The New Zealand Observer, 14 April 1938. 

259. It appears as follows in the exhibition catalogue: ‘150. CAVERN oil, 241/4 x 241/4, signed lower right, also inverted signature upper 

right, undated, 60 gns.’  Auckland City Art Gallery and the Auckland Society of Arts, John Weeks, A retrospective exhibition of paintings, 

(Auckland, N.Z: Pelorus Press, 1955), n.p. 

Fig.41  John Holmwood (1910-1987) 

“M-m, ye-es – but what does it mean?” 

Home & Building, 1 April 1953, 23. 
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Chapter Three 

 

A ‘Modern Look’: Themes of Industry 

 

 
To create a modern look for his paintings Weeks favoured subjects with man-made 

forms like factories and industrial machinery.  He outlined his subjects to give design 

interest and kept forms like factory walls and machinery simple and free of modelling.  

This helped them register as surface patterns. 

 

Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History.260  

 

 

In 2001, the Auckland Art Gallery positioned Weeks as: ‘…one of a small number of artists 

who used factory buildings, construction sites and industrial equipment as subjects for art.’261  

A number of examples by Weeks, however, precede well-known paintings of industry by 

Christopher Perkins and Rita Angus.  This chapter examines what his subjects consisted of 

and the diverse vocabularies Weeks used to expressive effect.  As with the other themes in 

this study, these scenes have not previously been examined as a group across his long 

career.262  There is, however, no straightforward summary of Weeks’ preoccupation given his 

eclecticism which includes his intimate, atmospheric industrial landscapes painted around 

1920, and after 1930, the small but monumental Industry, the discordant Road Works, the 

quivering Machine Shop (or Homage to Leger), and the imaginative convolutions of 

Composition of Tools.  The connotations of his most expressive representations of industry 

are considered against their historical context, as are his formalist interests in design, colour, 

shape and materiality of media.  The paintings quietly request both a closer and a wider 

perspective that registers some of the depth and context of Weeks as an artist.   

 

 
260. Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History (revised and expanded) (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2003), 107. 

261. ‘John Weeks, Industry, 1936,’ accessed 1 September 2014, www.aucklandartgallery.com 

262. Julia Waite has noted Weeks’ ‘small oeuvre of industrial paintings’ in her online essay about the artist’s work, Industry, 1936. 

‘Outpost, So, So Modern’, 23 December 2010, accessed 2 September 2015, http://aucklandartgallery.blogspot.com/2010/12/so-so-

modern.html. 

 

http://www.aucklandartgallery.com/
http://aucklandartgallery.blogspot.com/2010/12/so-so-modern.html
http://aucklandartgallery.blogspot.com/2010/12/so-so-modern.html
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In the opening quote, Dunn addresses Weeks’ industrial themes as a group characterised by 

consistent formal vocabulary, however his summation of Weeks’ industrial motifs as seeking 

a ‘modern look’ is not entirely clear in meaning.  Does an industrial subject connote the 

‘modern’?  Do the formal qualities of flat design and geometricising offer the ‘modern’?  

Or is it both?  Part of Dunn’s apparent goal in his survey was to isolate those aspects that 

differentiate Weeks’ paintings from those of his contemporaries and in straightforward 

language.  However, there are important imaginative-expressive aspects, as well as socio-

cultural connections, overdue for discussion that reveal, for instance, modern subjectivities 

around the subject of mechanical industry and the human worker in relation to it.   

 

The Industrial Sublime and the Mechanical Beast  

 

In 1924, a New Zealand reviewer in London, noted a ‘convincing’ painting by Weeks, called 

Wet Evening, Christchurch: 

 

[the] unpleasant effect of the atmospheric conditions have been well produced and the 

towering lines of what is evidently the premises of a well-known transport firm set the 

ordinary spectator guessing.263 

 

Winstone’s Yard, as it has been titled on the secondary market, (fig.1, c.1920), a small 

composition but with monumental effects, is likely contemporary with this now-lost 

representation of a transport company in ‘atmospheric conditions.’  At the left stands a 

curious multi-legged industrial beast; a metal crusher used in the roading industry, which fills 

much of the composition.  The scene Weeks produces does not spell itself out.  It seeks a 

register of awe and contemplation in the viewer, despite the ‘banal’ man-made subject, but 

which is nevertheless akin to the terror, obscurity, and ‘vast power’ suggested by a subject of 

the Sublime.264  An industrial sublime is invoked partly through the expressive differences of 

scale: two dwarfed men bend in unison, while the building belches smoke, and a crate swings 

 
263. Press,“New Zealand Art: Empire Contributions at Wembley,” 12 July 1924. 

264. Edmund Burke’s famous, wide-ranging discussion on the possibilities of the Sublime induces in the viewer: awe, terror and danger.  

The subjects of the Sublime are always suggestive of ‘vast power.’  He stated, for instance: ‘[w]hatever …is in any sort terrible, or is 

conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the 

strongest emotion which the mind is capable of…’.  Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry Into the Origin of Our Ideas (New York: 

Harper, 1844), 51, 81. 
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to the right.265  Weeks’ industrial subject is rendered with theatrical overtones.  Smoke or 

steam billows forcefully from the oculus windows of a distinctive building, the slightly 

rounded flurries merging seamlessly with a silvery yellow pale sky.  An act of unseen energy, 

power, and transformation is occurring which contributes to the picture’s mystery.   

 

 
 

The composition is eventful: a unified palette of ochres, greys, red and apricot orchestrate 

repeated verticals, diagonals, and irregular angularities.  Rich morsels of deep red lead the 

eye around the composition.  Deep amber defines different units of a foreground worker.  The 

men are not only subservient to their mechanical beast; they are small units in an ‘all-over’ 

composition of orchestrated colour, tone and line.  The central pole of the rig converges with 

the horizontal stretch of clay-coloured timber, further highlighting this central zone as an area 

of interest.  The cart is loaded with timber and reminiscent of a wheel-run cannon.  The 

pinky-hued ‘cannon’, in this conflated space, points directly at the male workers.  Weeks 

often manipulated his objects, such as bread knives or fruit in later works, to act like visual 

conductors.  But, in his smoky scene of industry there are violent echoes of the recent war.  

 

The legged monumental, mechanical device designed to process or ‘eat’ raw material, brings 

to mind historic fears and associations produced by the Industrial Revolution.  This anxiety is 

 
265. Peter Shaw paraphrases industry specialist John Hall: ‘It appears that the enormous structure is a screen - a device into which metal is 

poured from above and is then crushed into metal products of varying sizes.  Indeed, it is in fact a crusher.  You can see the various chutes 

below…’ Shaw, email to author, 29 May 2015.  ‘Metal’, in this context, is a word with old, evolving origins, and refers not to metallic 

materials, but materials extracted from the earth and is still used in roading industry terminology today.  

 

Fig.1, Winstone’s Yard, c.1920, 

Oil on linoleum on board  

225 x 275 mm 

The Fletcher Trust Collection 
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part of the ‘… long history of man’s obsession with the idea of machines as animals created 

by man.’266  While in New Zealand, the English writer Samuel Butler also framed the 

machine in terms of a new threat to humans, in ‘The Book of the Machines’ from his 

Erewhon (1872):  

No class of beings have in any time past made so rapid a movement forward.  Should 

not that movement be jealously watched, and checked while we can still check it? 267 

Some ten years after painting this scene, Weeks noted the theme of the oppressive machine in 

art.  In 1933, he was reported as lecturing on: 

…several painters …[who] had tried to show in terms of paint the part that machinery 

played.  Some had felt the importance of the machine to such an extent that they had 

interpreted man as being almost subservient to it.268 

Weeks’ representation of a crushing machine suggests he was attuned to such notions by the 

early 1920s.  The industrial subject, of course, also provided him with the greatest 

opportunity for dynamic geometric structures in a composition.  A further dimension is the 

atmospheric ‘industrial sublime’ which appears to anticipate his later, stated beliefs around 

the quality of vitality, transcendence or nobility to be found in ‘mundane’ or ‘ugly’ subject 

matter.   

 

There is little in Weeks’ estate papers of his thoughts about art during the 1920s.  What is 

clear is that he was thoughtfully exploring these subjects at a time when themes of landscape, 

English villages, portraits, figure painting and still life dominated.  Are such examples simply 

the research output of a student-teacher at Canterbury College of Arts?  Proficiency in 

architectural and industrial themes was indeed considered useful at the College, for a career 

in an advertising studio, in particular.  Neil Roberts, formerly a senior curator at the 

Christchurch Art Gallery, states: ‘…many students were being prepared to be able to work in 

advertising as much as pure fine art.  Often posters and hoardings in the 1920s had an 

industrial theme.’269  Tutor Richard Wallwork, a Northern Englishman, had a ‘keen interest’ 

 
266. Humphrey Jennings, ‘The Iron Horse’, cited in Donald Bassett, “Felix Kelly, Modernity and the Machine,” The Journal of New 

Zealand Art History 24, (2003): 41.   

267 Cited in: Andrew Ballantyne (ed.), Architecture Theory: A Reader in Philosophy and Culture (New York: Continuum, 2004), 129. 

268. Auckland Star, “Talk on Art,” 15 November 1933.  

269. Neil Roberts, email to author, 17 May 2015. 
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in industrial subjects.270  However, few themes of industry have emerged in the field of 

painting during the 1920s and earlier.271  In printmaking, as explored by Gail Ross, subjects 

included docksides, steamers, cargo boats, and workers.272  Ross notes the industrial subjects 

of The Quoin Club of printmakers established in Auckland in 1916, which Weeks likely took 

stock of before conscription in 1917.  Thomas Gulliver, founder of The Quoin Club in 1916, 

produced a nocturnal scene of commerce in Khyber Pass Brewer, Malt and Hops (fig.2, 

1918).  This brewery, Ross describes, is defined: ‘… against a lurid yellow sky, smoke 

belching from the chimney.  The overall impression given was that the building could hardly 

contain the activities going on inside its walls.’273   

 

 

 

Weeks has been appropriately credited with encouraging the use of modern work-sites as a 

subject worthy of art, though the extent of his preoccupation has not been explored.  He took 

up the subject in a country most comfortable with the landscape as artistic theme.  Painters 

who explored the forms of working industry and infrastructure include Christopher Perkins, 

Rita Angus, Doris Lusk, Charles Tole, Wilfred Stanley Wallis, Douglas McDiarmid, Melvin 

Day, Louise Henderson, Peggy Spicer, and Ida Eise.  Some of them were mentored by 

Weeks, including mature artist Elam teacher Ida Eise (fig. 4, Brickworks).  In the 1930s, 

1940s, 1950s, and very early 1960s, Elam students trailed after Weeks around central 

 
270. Roberts, 17 May 2015. 

271. There is the possibility that Weeks produced industrial scenes as early as 1910 when he was in the South Island as an apprentice sign-

writer.  However, the evidence currently points to a more assured, focused period in his oeuvre of around 1915- 1922 for his early industrial-

themed oil paintings and their studies.  

272. Gail Ross, “New Zealand prints 1900-1950: an unseen heritage,” (Doctoral thesis, University of Canterbury, 2006). 

273. Ross, “New Zealand prints 1900-1950,” 25. 

Fig. 2.  Thomas Gulliver (1891-1933) 

Khyber Pass Brewery, Malt and Hops, 1918 

Wood Engraving 

104 x 105 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki,  

gift of the relatives of T.V. Gulliver 
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Auckland sketching the city wharves, the derelict shantytowns of Auckland’s central district 

such as Freemans Bay and Parnell, and the industrial yards and infrastructure of the city.   

 

By the early 1920s Weeks had already produced paintings of man-made enterprises, 

including the metal working industry, clay extraction and brick works sites, and gas works.  

Weeks’ oeuvre of industrial subjects, despite its absences, is more varied and numerous than 

many realise.  The artist was, in fact, already drawn to the industrial site and the altered land-

industrial scape by 1913, as indicated by a small study of mining industry in New South 

Wales (fig.3. The Slag Tip, Cobar Mines).  The modest notation in watercolour has a reduced 

palette of primarily red and blue, and simplified shapes, including triangulated forms.  It 

reflects decorative notions of orchestration, simplified form, and colour unities.  As discussed 

though-out this thesis, Weeks’ early career works are considered in and of themselves.  They 

are no mere foil to those of a later, progressive period, but part of a continuum. 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Fig. 4. Ida G. Eise (1892-1978) 

Industrial Scene, c.1940 

Woodcut, signed, 

163 x 112 mm 

Private Collection 

 Image redacted. 

 
 

Fig.3.  The Slag Tip Cobar Mines Cobar, N.S.W, 

c.1913 

Watercolour and pencil 

Measurements and location unknown 

Image courtesy International Art Centre 
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Winstone’s Quarry, Freeman’s Bay (fig. 5, c.1950) reworks the earlier, more softly tonal 

concoction examined at the beginning of this chapter.  It continues his earlier proclamation 

that workaday industrial life is worthy as an artistic theme.  There is a dryer, crisper, and 

more staccato effect here.  In contrast with Weeks’ earlier oil composition, a sharply circular 

form emerges in the middle of this composition.  This central hub of activity is bracingly 

framed by two main foreground pillars.  That to the right is like a rigid, dead-straight palm 

tree, while the repeated vertical supports, and a chimney in the distance, create a more 

emphatic horizontal visual momentum compared with that in the earlier vision.  A ‘T’ shape 

Fig.5.  Winstone’s Quarry, Freeman’s Bay, 

c.1950 

Oil on hardboard, 

625 x 851 mm 

Collection of the Wallace Art Trust 

Fig. 6. Melvin Day (1923-2016) 

Boats in Wellington Harbour, 1951 

Oil on board, 

548 x 462 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

 

 

 

 

    Image redacted. 
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or Christian cross shape emerges from the overlap of red structures at the centre, punchier 

now in this crisper language of paint.  Several further changes, including a harder formal 

vocabulary, can be seen, including two male workers in the background who appear to be 

wearing blue jeans.  They chime in with a blue lorry, the assertive shape of which replaces 

the cart in the early composition.   

 

The triangulated heaps of the foreground echo in the pyramidal shapes in Melvin Day’s 

representation of industry in Wellington harbour (fig.6, Boats in Wellington Harbour, 1951).  

This shape, which often features as an industrial heap, is a motif found in Weeks’ earliest 

oeuvre to the 1950s.  It is seen in his Cubo-Futurist Industry of 1936, for instance.  Weeks’ 

impact was not merely in terms of practical instruction, or via theory on compositional 

schema and colour, or due to his discussion of French painters such as Cézanne, but through 

his compositions themselves.  An unknown number of industrial subjects perished at the Fire 

at Elam in 1949.  Despite the absence of so much of his oeuvre, the ghosts of destroyed 

compositions emanate from those of his followers.   

 

   

 

Winstone’s Yard (fig.7, c.1920) is another compressed, softly-wrought composition, from 

around 1920 in which Weeks combines pale lemons and terracotta and red hues, and 

expressive contrasts between light and dark.  It has been suggested the picture may represent 

an arm of the brick industry.274  All is vague, tonally-tender and Impressionistic.  It brings to 

 
274  ‘…The men seem to be moving heavy bags that could contain either dry clay or sand either off or on to a waiting horse dray. There also 

appears to be what are piles of bricks or tiles in the right foreground so wherever the premises is, it seems to be some kind of brick or tile 

works.’ Neil Roberts in email to the author, 13 January 2015. 

Fig. 7. Winstone’s Yard, 

c.1920 

Oil on board 

225 x 270 mm 

Private Collection, Auckland 
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mind the famous quote of Charles Baudelaire: ‘By ‘modernity’ I mean the ephemeral, the 

fugitive, the contingent…’.275  In the middle distance, indistinct, diminutive figures, and what 

appears to be a dark horse, suggest the loading or unloading of coal, dry clay or sand.  Small 

dabs of bright red highlight this central area and signal to the subdued red to the left – next to 

the viewer’s space.  To the right, a shadowy brown wall beyond a dark spread of detritus 

suggests depth and yet is aligned with the picture plane as if a theatrical stage-flat.  It echoes 

the wall motif Weeks sometimes later used in his female figure compositions which aligned 

with his constructional theories of composition.  The human activity within this man-made 

clutch of verticals registers unobtrusively and with the effect of mystery.  The industrial 

structure, aglow with brick and clay hues is an enigmatic, but somehow friendly presence 

against a luminous sky.  Smaller flurries of grey smoke issue from unseen sources.  Such 

diaphanous energy contrasts with the still, repeating terracotta-hued totemic structures; they 

rise as if from the earth itself.  Weeks’ later preoccupations with the mud-brick towers and 

villages of Morocco can be better understood when considered against his earlier oeuvre of 

industrial structures.  Monumentality, intimacy, and harmonies of rich colour and tone: these 

are some of the affects and effects that emerge in Weeks’ early industrial imagery. 

 

The Clay Industry of Canterbury 

 

Neil Roberts, formerly Senior Curator of Christchurch Art Gallery, likens the industrial 

infrastructure to an outdoor ‘still-life’, suggesting that as a subject for study, it: 

 

…offered through … usually dilapidated state great variety of colour, texture and 

shapes, potential seldom found in other buildings.  It followed the old art school 

teaching dictum of paint and master the still life then exercise [such mastery] in the 

landscape.276  

He further notes: ‘the brickyards and kilns offered an industrial subject divergent from the 

usual pastoral landscape with [their] varied shapes and textures.’277  These subjects were 

enlarging precisely because their qualities were absent from the organic subjects of trees, 

 
275. Charles Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life,” [1863], in The Painter of Modern Life and Other Essays, tr. Jonathan Maine 

(London: Phaidon, 1964), 13. 

276. Neil Roberts, email to author, 20 May 2015. 

277. Roberts, 20 May 2015. 
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fields, rivers, the latter landscape motifs, a more common subject.  Weeks’ favourite New 

Zealand tutor Archibald Nicoll, only a young man himself and recently trained in Edinburgh, 

‘taught many Canterbury printmakers and encouraged them to create architectural etchings of 

the city.’278  At Canterbury School of Fine Arts, students were given various structures: 

residential, urban, and industrial, as drawing and painting exercises to broaden their skills of 

description and sharpen their ability to describe linearities, geometrical structures, scale, 

colour and surfaces.  The countryside, city infrastructure, green spaces, River Avon, and 

architecture of Christchurch and Canterbury at large, were all fodder for the students, who in 

this period, were taught in the outdoor class by Cecil Kelly.  Weeks was later to establish his 

own outdoor class at Elam School of Art from the 1930s onwards.   

 

Later students, such as Douglas McLeod and Louise Henderson, exhibited their efforts in the 

1930s.  In 1933, at the same New Zealand Society of Artists exhibition that Christopher 

Perkins exhibited his Activity on the Wharf and Alfred Cook submitted a drawing called 

Watersiders, Henderson produced a number of local industry scenes, including a 

representation of a brick kiln in Opawa and Halswell Quarry.279  In the 1920s, however, there 

are few themes of local industry to be found in the society catalogues.  Though not produced 

for a New Zealand audience, the commissioned mural by Richard Wallwork of a sawmill and 

labourers for the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley in 1924, celebrated the human might 

of industry and New Zealand’s natural resources.280  Rosa Sawtell’s Study of Luke Adams’s 

Pottery Works (fig. 8, c.1922) is one example of a quaint and well-known Cantabrian 

business, exhibited with the Canterbury Society of Arts.  

 

 

 
278. Nicoll, prior to the War, had learnt etching in Edinburgh under the American etcher Joseph Pennell (1857-1926) who was renowned for 

producing largely architectural and industrial subjects. Gail Ross, ‘An Unseen Heritage,’ 43. 

279. Her scenes of industrial sites were titled: Brick Works, Industry, Halswell Quarries, and Brick Kiln, Opawa.  See: New Zealand Society 

of Arts Catalogue of the First General Exhibition, Christchurch, 26 October – 4th November, 1933. 

280. Neil Roberts, Richard & Elizabeth Wallwork: Canterbury Vignette Series (Christchurch: Robert McDougall Art Gallery; Christchurch 

City Council, 2000), 17. 

Fig. 8. Rosa Sawtell (1865 -1940) 

Study of Luke Adams’ Pottery Works 

From: Canterbury Society of Arts 

Catalogue, 1922 

https://christchurchartgallery.org.nz 

[accessed 1 April 2017] 
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In contrast to Sawtell’s study, Weeks’ Brickworks (fig. 9, c.1920) around the same period is 

highly hermetic with its shallow space and focus, similar to the effect of a still-life upon its 

table-stage.  Its surprising stretch of bold red wall cropped at the right is strikingly out of 

keeping with Canterbury art of the time.  Weeks pursues a decorative unity of colour within a 

shallow depth.  A repoussoir wall of yellowish bricks is flat against the picture plane to the 

left, and a heap of dark coal rises and falls beyond that.  A slatted wall forms a pattern of 

reds, greens, with ochre and pale blue.  There is no human activity and the site with strewn 

rags appears dishevelled.  The greater information and scale of visible operations in the aerial 

view of Douglas McLeod’s Hillside Brick Kiln, of 1936, partly reflects the latter’s vocation 

as commercial artist (fig.10). 

                                  

 

 

Fig. 10.  Douglas McLeod (1906-1983) 

Hillside Brick Kiln, 1936 

800 x 600 mm 

Location unknown 

Image source: Robert McDougall 

Gallery, “Artists in Focus: Douglas J. 

McLeod 1906-1983,” June 1984. 

Fig. 9. Brickworks, c.1920 

Oil on board 

360 x 480 mm 

Location unknown 

Image source: Webb’s  

Fig. 11. Untitled [Brick Kiln, Opawa,  

Canterbury], c.1921  

Oil on board 

195 x 265 mm 

Auckland Art GalleryToi o Tāmaki  

(Uncatalogued) 

(RC 2010/1/10) 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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Weeks, over a decade earlier than McLeod, presents the industrial subject as an enigma and 

with some of the devices of traditional landscape compositions.  In his small oil painting of a 

tall brick kiln (fig. 11, Untitled, c.1921), for example, the dark and light areas, lead the eye 

into depth.  The lone, rather totemic looking chimney in the landscape has been suggested as 

located in the environs of Opawa, Canterbury, a: ‘favoured area to take …students.’281  Two 

dark kiln portals are visible beneath with variegated surrounds made of bricks.  The rising 

chimney’s unexpected contact with the top edge of the support is unorthodox; it anticipates 

the citadels of his sketches in Tunisia.  Intriguingly, the picture’s greens, ochres and the 

representation of carved entries into the earth also anticipate the carved wounds on the clay 

bank of Weeks’ Roadway into King Country discussed later.  Such a scene was not merely a 

way to hone his craft, but was also made into an image that somehow offered a quality of 

melancholy. 

Apart from the scene of workers in the altered-landscape painting Sun Bathed Clay Pit, 

Weeks does not appear to have exhibited industrial themes in Canterbury or Auckland in the 

early 1920s.  Ross writes of The Quoin Club printmakers, that in ‘…focusing on the streets of 

Auckland – its wharves, factories, churches, surrounding landscape, flora and fauna – [the 

members] were a decade ahead of fine art painters in creating regionalist imagery and 

building an art of national identity.’282  But, by 1913, in Australia, Weeks was also exploring 

industrial themes, and he continued to do so after returning from war service, though not with 

any apparent agenda of creating ‘regionalist imagery.’  Rather, he created orchestrated 

compositions with painterly poeticism to render the industrial subject a subject of 

contemplation.  It would be through painting that Weeks would explore the possibilities of 

local industry: its smoke and steam, its geometric design, linearities and shapes, and the 

connotations of represented activity, human labour, and implied transformative actions.  

 

 

 
281. ‘This image clearly depicts one of the old brick kilns in the area around Opawa …at the base of the Port Hills, of which there were 

many.’ Roberts, email to author, 20 May 2015. 

282. Gail Ross,“Breaking Out: The Quoin Club’s impact on graphic art,” in Peter Alsop and Gary Stewart, (eds.), Promoting Prosperity 

(Nelson: Craig Potton, 2013), 75. 
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The Industrial Sublime, the War, and Modernity  

 

 
 

 

A rare example of the modern industrial theme exhibited in this early period is Eleanor 

Hughes’ bleak Past and Present (fig.12, c.1915).  The painting, which takes a landscape 

format, contrasts older industry to the right with the smoking chimneys of darkly silhouetted 

industry against the skyline.  The ‘past’ tin mining structure is the kind that studded the 

terrain of Cornwall.  The reception may explain why industrial subjects of this kind were not 

popular: the painting was considered ‘…singularly unpleasing as to subject’283  Given 

Hughes’ association with the Lamorna artist colony (the Newlyn School), and their focus on 

the remote populations of West Cornwall, un-besmirched by the implications of the industrial 

revolution, the subject was clearly intended to be worthy and ‘unpleasing.’   

Weeks’ surviving images from the early 1920s are not clear narratives on labour and 

economy, nor didactic visions of the blight of industry.  A painting bearing the market title 

Auckland Foundry (fig.13, c.1921), features structures far more prominent within the frame 

than those in Hugh’s industrial landscape.  

 
283. Dominion, “The Art Exhibition,” 22 December 1914. 

Fig.12, c.1915 

Eleanor Hughes 

Past and Present 

Canterbury Society of Arts Annual Catalogue, 1915 
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Roberts identifies it as, very probably, an aspect of the Christchurch Gasworks rather than 

Auckland, ‘…looking east with the Port Hills in the background.’284  Weeks deploys a 

decorative, flattened use of colour and a sense of grandeur.  Diminutive figures at the centre, 

dwarfed by the structure, are silhouetted against the light of a slightly arched parting.   

Pale yellow smoke is visible to the left behind a triangulated heap of coal along with lively 

white clouds or steam.  The alternating pulse of tonally sympathetic colour values such as 

 
284. ‘The ‘Auckland Foundry’ I believe to be another view of the Christchurch Gasworks looking east with the Port Hills in the background. 

The drum structure to the right looks very much like a gas retort to me.’ Roberts, email to the author, 22 May 2015.  Weeks’ estate works 

with imposed names, most of which have sold on the Auckland art market, sometimes reflect an Auckland bias. 

Fig. 13.  ‘Auckland Foundry’ [Gasworks], 

c.1921 

Oil on canvas 

245 x 340 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of International Art Centre 

 

Fig.14.  Untitled [Study for 

Gasworks], c.1921 

Watercolour and pencil 

252 x 358 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery, Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/11) 
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dull to pink reds against ochre and earth tints, unify the vision.  In both the watercolour study 

(fig. 14, Untitled, c.1921) and oil version, tiny figures amplify the scale and might of the 

structure, and a red accent is isolated within a chute-like structure.  Clearly with this subject 

the artist sought various values including decorative unity, strong pictorial structure, hazy 

atmosphere, monumentality and mystery.   

 

The images discussed in this so far reveal Weeks’ sustained interest in subjects not 

traditionally associated with the picturesque or romantic.  This is the legacy of Whistler in 

some part.  In around 1950, noting the respective attacks on Whistler’s innovations and those 

of the Post-Impressionists after him, Weeks writes: 

Whistler was one of the first to feel beauty in what [is] generally recognised as an 

ugly commonplace subject, the murky atmosphere of smoke around the Thames — 

distilling and revealing beauty … through art….285 

Whereas the source of haze is not generally explicit in Whistler’s Thames scenes, the 

stimulating and dynamic aspect of a chimney billowing a lively trail of smoke had become a 

motif of modernity since the late nineteenth century in European Impressionism.  J.M W 

Turner’s earlier vision, Rain, Steam and Speed – The Great Western Railway (pre-1844, 

National Gallery of London), elides rain and steam to almost cosmic effect.  Monet’s series 

on the Gare Saint-Lazare railway station in Paris, such as The Gare Saint-Lazare: Arrival of a 

Train (1877, Fogg Art Museum: Cambridge; U.S.A) features strong design values, 

indeterminate figures, and a palpable representation of steam and smoke.  

 

Weeks made reference to railways, too.  Industrial Landscape I (fig.15, c.1920) and 

Industrial Landscape II (fig.16, c.1920) have been suggested as a more distant view of 

Christchurch city’s gasworks area with railway lines in the foreground.286  In Industrial 

Landscape I (fig.15), a dark foreground shadow and building edge provide dramatic 

counterpoint to an advancing stretch of ochre-yellow and lively scene of issuing smoke.  The 

 
285. Auckland Art Gallery, Auckland Art Gallery Quarterly, Number 46 /June 1970, accessed 10 March 2015, 

https://assets.aucklandartgallery.com/assets/media/1970-issue-46-gallery-quarterly.pdf   

286. Neil Roberts states: ‘…they appear to me very much like views across the Christchurch rail yards.  One has the old gasworks in the 

background.  [T]he most prominent of the four major gasometer stood at the corner of Moorehouse Ave and Waltham road and this I think is 

what can be seen.  Christchurch was the only [New Zealand] city that has rail yard as large as this adjacent to its gas works.’  In email to the 

author, 23 June 2013. 

  

https://assets.aucklandartgallery.com/assets/media/1970-issue-46-gallery-quarterly.pdf
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dark repoussoir side of building, adds to the theatre as we, in the implied shadows, gaze past 

the ‘curtain’ towards a glowing scene.  Three smoke-stacks rise like the vapours of geysers, 

the smoke of shellfire, or some woolly growth.  Spindly poles, sometimes in delicate ‘T’ 

shapes, repeat across the compositions; these verticals of infrastructure resonate against the 

horizontals of ground, light and shade.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the sibling sketch. Industrial Landscape II (fig.16), a dirty yellow permeates an even more 

indistinct scene in which tall cross-like shapes rise in the smog.  It is intriguing to compare 

these vaguely rendered oil sketches with the smoky scene of devastation in Westhoek Corner 

(fig.18, c.1918) or the highly textured, expressionist rendering The Devastated Landscape, 

(fig. 19, c.1919).  The latter (pg. 109) references the remnants of the famous site, Polygon 

Wood, at the Western Front.  A frantic sky composed of urgent painterly movements releases 

a falling plane over a barren watery land of bilious green-ochre inflected with pale blue. 

 

Fig. 16. Industrial Landscape II, c.1920 

Oil on canvas,  

215 x 310 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of Art & Object 

Fig. 15. Industrial Landscape I, c.1920 

Oil on canvas,  

235 x 345 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of Art & Object 
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The railway tracks and indistinction of Industrial Landscape I (fig.15) brings to mind The 

Hand of Man by Alfred Stieglitz (fig.17, 1902-10).  In the pictorialist photograph, a train 

puffing smoke pulls through nocturnal gloom, the gleaming tracks cropped at the viewer’s 

space, as are those in Weeks’ sketch.  Both images trigger the possible emotion of, ‘Behold, 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

Fig.19. Devastated Landscape, c.1918 

Oil on board, 

790 x 590 mm 

Greg Moyle Trust, Auckland 

Fig. 18. Westhoek Corner near Wattledump, 

Belgium, c.1918 

Watercolour on paper 

136mm x 190mm 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 

Fig.17.  Alfred Stieglitz (1864-1946) 

The Hand of Man, 1902, printed 1910 

Photogravure 

242 x 319 mm 

Alfred Stieglitz Collection, 1949 

Metropolitan Museum of Art 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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the work of man…’ with open-ended interpretation as to whether this ‘progress’ is: worthy of 

near-mystical celebration, a darkly ominous take-over of once rural terrain, ‘just is’, or a 

range of these possible sentiments.   

 

A Continued Preoccupation with Earth  

 

Weeks’ overarching thematic preoccupation with clay, clay processing and industry, which I 

have examined as emerging in his early industrial themes, were contemporaneous with his 

carved, gouged hillside representations, including clay banks, examined in Chapter Two.  

Clay features as a subject in his later oeuvre, too.  To identify a preoccupation such as this 

does not carry with it the art historical cachet that a recurring modernist formal interest 

would.  Weeks’ interest in clay does not link him to International Modernism and make him 

‘relevant’ in the overarching narratives of art history.  It was, however, a longstanding 

interest, nurtured by his locale, and borne of subjective associations that cannot be quantified.  

 

Brickworks (fig. 20, c.1940, p.111), an unlocated painting, signals a continued, or renewed, 

interest, not only in the in the clay industry first consolidated in Canterbury, but also in the 

expressive effects of turbulent skies; another longstanding interest.  The verve of the sky in 

Brickworks bears out Constable’s belief that it is the ‘chief organ of sentiment’ in a landscape 

subject.287  Weeks achieves something novel in New Zealand art, not only in the relaxed 

nature of the paintwork and the meditative, judicious play of tones against each-other, but in 

the acceptance of the industrial theme as messy, variegated, and worthy of Art.  The location 

represented does not clearly correspond to known brickworks.  Amalgamated Brick and Pipe 

Company Limited established in 1929 in New Lynn is perhaps a location that might have 

inspired the picture.  The brickworks and pottery industries in the area included the Crum 

Brick, Tile, and Pottery Company.288  The elder Crum brothers had previously operated in 

Ashburton, a site Weeks perhaps visited in the early 1920s.   

 

 
287. Constable’s famous phrase came from a letter dated October 23, 1821: ‘It would be difficult to name a class of landscape in which the 

sky is not the key note, the standard of scale, and the chief organ of sentiment.’ In: Charles Harrison, Paul Wood, and Jason Gaiger, Art in 

theory, 1815-1900: an anthology of changing ideas (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 118. 

288. Albert Crum who established the New Lynn firm is noted in 1942 in the Ashburton Press: Ashburton Guardian, “Old Ashburtian,” 21 

January 1942. 
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However, Brickworks is, after-all, in the words of a non-art historian, a ‘representation only.’  

John Wall, industry expert, notes: 

If I am right, and the ‘tube’ from the brick building heading towards the kilns is, in 

fact, meant to represent a waste chute, it is a representation only, since the long 

horizontal section would not enable waste to reach the ground.289  

Weeks was rarely interested in the literal.  This eventful composition instead signals units of 

infrastructure and industrial detritus comprised of stimulating shapes, contrasts and 

orchestrated brick reds, pale yellows, browns and white, enclosed by dynamic land and sky.  

The eye follows the striated, feathery movements of soft grey-browns, ochres and green-

greys in the lower half which ostensibly refer to elevations in the earth.  Subdued tones are 

rubbed next to, and into, each other, and to an apparently delicate, airy degree in the sky.  

This lively mark-making creates ephemeral, impressionistic qualities.  The act of human 

labour is discreetly suggested in the stooping, digging or reaching figure beyond the red 

barrels.   

 
289. John Wall in email to the author, 29 July 2015.  

Fig. 20. Brickworks, c.1940 

Oil on board, signed,  

440 x 565 mm 

Location unknown 

International Art Centre Archive 
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A ‘messier’ image, The Road Works (fig.21, c.1944), explores metaphor through formal 

vocabulary.  It represents the roading industry and the invasion of a clay hill side.  The lorry 

and road caterpillar here are almost diagrammatic.  The flimsy human driver is rendered in a 

recklessly faux naïf manner – this limp-wristed, diagrammatic figure, is somewhat mawkish, 

or cartoonish.  One of Weeks’ formal approaches by 1936 was a tendency to scrawl outlines 

with dark paint, to abbreviate and distort natural forms and to adopt a deliberately crude 

representation with areas left bare of pigment.  The vehicles in the image above meet with 

Dunn’s description of un-modelled industry:  

[Weeks] outlined his subjects to give design interest and kept forms like factory walls 

and machinery simple and free of modelling.  This helped them register as surface 

patterns.290 

However, the visceral nature of human intervention upon and within the landscape is 

conveyed through contrasting formal languages.  The machine ‘invades’ the painterly organic 

stuff of the foreground.  Here, the stress on the material nature of paint is complicit with the 

subject of moist earth matter.  

The Road Works is mentioned in Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, and not in wholly 

positive terms though Weeks is applauded generally.  Edward C. Simpson states:  

Of John Weeks it might be said that his strength sometimes degenerates into violence, 

but we can hardly regret that we have at least one painter with vitality to spare.  His 

 
290. Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History (revised and expanded) (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2003), 107. 

Fig. 21. The Road Works, c.1944 

Tempera 

Measurements not known 

Source: H. Wadman (ed), Year Book of 

the Arts in New Zealand, 1945, 43. 
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individual vision, powerful patterns and restless experiment make him a major force 

in New Zealand painting, but his dazzled disciples must beware of being swamped by 

the personality of a master.291   

This reception indicates the respect Weeks had earned alongside a certain reservation about 

his ‘violence’ of expression and ‘restless experiment.’  ‘Powerful patterns’ might be read to 

address the abstracted, repeating linearity of the vehicles in The Road Works.  Such isolated 

areas of expressionist abstraction are a form of didacticism, too; the teacher in Weeks thought 

through some paintings as conceptual lessons in the non-literal.  His staccato painting shows 

a lack of interest in orchestrated shapes and lines, though the colours cannot be vouched for.  

The artist insists on the value of the un-polished, unacademic approach to art-making (made 

bolder by the black and white reproduction) which aligns itself with the dishevelled, violent 

aspect of roading operations.  There are many images in his oeuvre that exhibit 

disharmonious or discordant values, and they underline the perils in attempting to 

characterise Weeks in summary fashion.  His divergent approaches and contradictory avenues 

of thought and formal approach are not occasional occurrences, but form a restlessness that 

characterises the nature of his oeuvre.  Paradoxically, it is a disunity that is the defining 

feature of his art, and which is evidenced in every thematic chapter. 

There is a fascinating sub-set of interconnections, both national and local, that emerges from 

Weeks’ industry themes.  One connection is his interest in making, decorating and 

representing pottery, as noted in my discussions later on, regarding still life, and his portrait 

of two potters, Pat and Phyllis Perrin further bear this out.  Weeks’ preoccupations with 

extractive industries were nurtured by early experiences, Australian art and altered 

landscapes, trekking around Canterbury’s Port Hills and environs and, later, the mineral silted 

hills and mud-baked structures of the Maghreb.  During the War he drew the entrances and 

interior of the underground networks at the Front carved into ancient chalk sediment, as noted 

in the previous chapter.292  Weeks’ representations of red or ochre carved clay road-sides and 

 
291. Edward Simpson, “Reproductions of the Year’s Paintings,” Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 1945, 43.  The start and finish of the 

selection of plates, some with text, is unclear. 

292. ‘The Chalk Pit (reserve A.D.S)’ [PD-1959-1-p45], accessed 1 September 2017, www.aucklandmuseum.com. 

http://www.aucklandmuseum.com/
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clay banks in his 1930s and 1940s landscapes imagery continue the theme of altered, gouged 

landforms so monumentally honoured in Sun Bathed Clay Pit. 

However, it is also intriguing to consider the artist as a pre-schooler in Devonshire, or less 

speculatively, his return to Devonshire and Cornwall before 1912.  The craggy granite 

deposits of ancient geological matter, and rocky, river-lined terrain of South West England, if 

not burnt into his mind’s eye as part of a cluster of first memories, will have lodged there 

during his return and travel in that region.293  This is also a landscape gouged and littered with 

eighteenth century stone remnants of the tin mining industry.  This industrial landscape is 

referenced in the ‘old’ industry of Hughes’ painting, Past and Present, noted earlier.  The 

china clay industry was a prominent presence in St Austell, Cornwall, and other mining 

operations included the ball clay basins of Devonshire.  There is a not-unrelated 

preoccupation of natural features, including rocks, clay mounds, and chalk banks, and 

limestone gorges, that feeds into Weeks’ formal preferences for the matt surface of tempera, 

the stuff of earth, and his interest in creamy tones.294  Nature fed his art, as much as the 

architecture and contraptions of humans; all these associations suggest his subjectivities as a 

modern artist.    

Industry as Self-Portrait 

 

Industry (fig.22, 1936) has drawn considerable attention in recent years, but its 

value to date has been primarily linked to formalist-Cubist factors.   It was included 

in Freedom and Structure: Cubism in New Zealand; 1930-1960, at the Auckland 

Art Gallery in 2015.  Industry introduces one of the most striking instances of 

abstracted and emphatic use of colour and shape known in his oeuvre in this period, 

and a rare instance of the ‘ultra-modern’ in New Zealand art in the 1930s.  It was 

 
293. See: ‘The Production and Properties of Devon Ball clays: ‘Introduction’, accessed 22 June 2015, 

http://www.clayheritage.org/pages/TheProductionandPropertiesofDevonBallclays.htm   

294. Weeks’ particular interest in creamy earth tones does appear to emerge after tuition at Canterbury College of Art where a limited tonal 

palette with earth hues was encouraged.  A creamy palette is evident in many of Nicholl’s works. Canterbury is where Weeks’ interest in 

clay cliffs and embankments undoubtedly took hold.  The modern vogue for egg tempera should also be taken into account when 

considering Weeks’ preference for matt surfaces. 

http://www.clayheritage.org/pages/TheProductionandPropertiesofDevonBallclays.htm
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also considered striking and significant in its time and warranted a place in Eric 

McCormick’s Letters and Art (1940).  He wrote: 

 

[This] contemporary subject has been handled with sufficient verisimilitude 

to satisfy the literal-minded, but at the same time molded by the will of the 

artist into a composition of arresting vigour and superb richness of 

colour.295  

 

Despite its epic, allegorical, and even monumental, connotations, Industry is small.296  Its 

modest scale is typical of Weeks’ pictures and the art of his generation.  There is a 

guardedness and modesty manifest in the general scale of this oeuvre, as if he was a closeted 

scribe working at close range to his images.   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
295. E.H. McCormick, Letters and Art in New Zealand (Wellington: Department of Internal Affairs, 1940), 192. 

296. The exhibition Freedom and Structure (2015) made it possible to see the considerable difference in scale between the large canvases of 

McCahon and Henderson, and the smaller works by Weeks, Wallis, and Day.   

Fig. 22. Industry, 1936 

Oil on board 

492 x 393 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Toi o Tāmaki 
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In the scene, two male workers bracket a glowing sphere of lit container and molten metal 

which throws light upon their bodies.  The contemplation suggested by the figure in profile 

staring into the crucible brings to mind Léger’s comment in 1922:  

 

I like the forms necessitated by modern industry and I use them; a smelting furnace 

will have thousands of colored reflections both more subtle and more solid than a 

supposedly classical subject.297 

 

Industry’s intimate mood, inclusion of naturalistic facial features, and emotive effects of 

lightness and darkness, are utterly different to the uniformly tubular shapeliness of Léger’s 

compositions.  Although Industry is a ‘contemporary’ subject, as McCormick notes, it pays 

homage to the romantic visual tradition of the nocturnal worker in a glowing hot forge. 

Industry might even be read as nostalgia for the ‘old’ technology of the foundry, yet the 

painting is also modern, not just in much of its vocabulary but in its reference to prominent 

industry in contemporary Auckland and New Zealand at large during the Depression years.  

Weeks inserts the cropped gaping teeth of a brown cog at the upper left - a common machine-

age motif of the time.  The legacy of Cubism is found in the repetition of tubular units and the 

dynamic energy and planar divisions which echoes the shapes of Russian Futurism, for 

instance.   

 

The composition is striking with its order and disorder.  There is an opposition: a classical 

order versus a dynamic, inchoate littering, jumbling, and fragmenting of forms.  Weeks’ 

smelting furnace takes stage-centre within a nocturne of jostling shapes.  A restless 

movement of forms mingle in the uncertain shifting space such as the slightly ‘off’ shark-fin 

shape to centre-left which does not align with the shaft of darkness hitting the crucible from 

the right.298  Opposing the diagonal scheme are the upright stacks of slim brown barrels.  

Planar rays of dry brushed paint create uncertainties where they brush against implied 

volumes such as the barrels.  The beam holding the container of molten metal, however, is 

clear in its function.  The calm hub of the composition is formed by a classical pyramidal 

scheme set up by the lit hanging chain and two men at its base; a further, shorter triangular 

formation is comprised of the top of the crucible and its straddling male sentry.  The graceful 

 
297. Carolyn Lanchner, et al, Fernand Leger (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1998), 175. 

298. See Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki blog, Julia Waite, ‘So So Modern,’ accessed 1 January 2015, 

http://aucklandartgallery.blogspot.co.nz/2010/12/so-so-modern.html   

http://aucklandartgallery.blogspot.co.nz/2010/12/so-so-modern.html
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leaning figure with his back to the viewer is mannerist in treatment.  Steam, indicated by an 

undulating drag of white pigment, touches his forehead.  Such astringent white notes, along 

with blues elsewhere such as the curved cog-like shape, offer cool contrasts to the colour of 

heat.  A great gush of steam erupts from an unknown source beneath the other, more 

illuminated figure who appears to stir the molten metal with his planar, Cubistic hand.   

 

Weeks glorifies his subject: he binds the workers and their creation together in the pyramidal 

manner of a Renaissance religious subject but also alludes to the intimate, revelatory quality 

of the Biblical nocturnal nativity scene, which recurs throughout Christian art.  A further 

biographical association is pertinent: Weeks was struck by the romance of Moroccan men 

crouching near fires in 1927.  He recounted an unexpected night spent in the desert after their 

transportation broke down:  ‘It was an awfully interesting spectacle to see the Arabs suddenly 

about in groups in front of the desert fires drinking their tea and warming themselves.’299  

However, as noted, this kind of intimacy is also generally evocative of the foundry theme in 

art history, in particular, Joseph Wright of Derby’s, An Iron Forge (1772, Tate Britain).300  

Mackie narrows her eye at the suggestion of originality on Weeks’ part and points to a 

lineage he would unlikely have denied:  

  

In this choice of subject Weeks was not, as some people have thought, a trail-blazer, 

but an artist who followed a path …[taken by] Joseph Wright of Derby….and – of 

more immediate import to Weeks – by masters such as Léger. 301 

 

She also points to a quote by Lhote: ‘Why always the corner of the river and the reflection in 

the water? … Pylons, gasometers and reservoirs offer as much variety in their combinations 

as natural elements do.  Men who work or rest are as moving as ploughmen in a field…’302  

Weeks would have heartily agreed, and reportedly took his Auckland students to draw in the 

local foundry.303   

 

 
299. Weeks’ letter to family, April 21 1927, inscribed ‘The City of the Dead – Figuig-South Morocco’, E. H. McCormick Research Library, 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

300. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 101.  

301. Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” 101. 

302. Mackie, 101. 

303. Former Elam pupil Allan Leary recalled the classes were held in: ‘Freemans Bay, the old iron foundry down the hill, Myers Park and 

Greys Avenue.’ In: Ian Thwaites and Rie Fletcher, We Learnt To See (Auckland: Puriri Press, 2004), 313. 
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The teacher’s earlier talk in 1933 at the WEA rooms might be considered in relation to this 

painting, too.  He quotes critic Reginald Wilenski (1887–1975): 

 

The first shell fired in the Great War blew nineteenth-century Romantic 

individualism to blazes. ...Order, centralised control, co-operation, and 

discipline became the new ideal: and Cubism was seen to be the symbol of 

twentieth century life.304  

 

There is, in Wilenski’s statement, a woolly ideological relationship posited between Cubism 

and notions of order.  However, it bears relevance to the New Zealand artist’s composition of 

conflicting forces.  Weeks, as if reflecting the contrast of ideas in the writers he referred to, 

also straddles different impulses in his artworks.  These include his modern interest in 

ambiguity and the non-literal; orderly, architectural, geometrical, and classical devices; the 

dynamism reminiscent of Cubo-Futurism; and the romantic, mystical tradition of the nocturne 

and the foundry-worker in art.  The man in profile gazes into the light.  The other figure is 

languid, faintly classical in pose, yet with a head so inclined to suggest contemplation or 

attenuated fatigue.  The mood of contemplation, rather than human labour, underlines the act 

of transformation occurring in the crucible and the abstract, positive associations of the 

glowing orange orb.  

 

The worker gazing into the furnace is a rare instance of a head in Weeks’ paintings endowed 

with specificity.  A closer look shows the heavy accretion of his efforts to define this profile 

(fig.23, detail).  The man in contemplative union with the glowing heat and colour turns out 

to be a testimony, rather a snub, to ‘romantic individualism’, as it is a very rare likeness of 

the artist.  His balding head and prominent chin, evident in profile and frontal photographs of 

his likeness in plaster modelling by Hilda Edgar (c.1923, figures 24 and 25), is clearly seen in 

Industry.   

 

 
304. Fragment lecture notes, J.W.A, 2007/8/1 (F9) E. H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 
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A figure immersed in colour and light is an apt symbol for the artist, who taught his students 

the value of visual alertness to the magic of light and colour in everyday surroundings.  A 

quasi-religious connotation is evoked by the painting, and, perhaps, too, Weeks remembered 

Van der Velden’s statement: ‘Colour is Light – Light is Love – Love is God and when you 

understand this you are an artist’.305   

 

 

 

Beyond a celebration of light and colour, a preoccupation constant since his career’s 

beginnings, another connotation is the glorification of workers during the Depression, and the 

artist’s identification with them.  Mackie writes:  

 
305. Peter Vangioni and Dieuwertje Dekkers, Van Der Velden: Otira (Christchurch; N.Z: Christchurch Art Gallery, 2011), 41. 

Fig. 23, detail, Industry 

 

Fig. 24  Estate photograph 

of plaster model for bust of 

John Weeks by Hilda Edgar.  

Courtesy Richard Thomson, 

International Art Centre 

 

 

 

0000000001 

Fig.25. Portrait Bust (John Weeks, Esq) 

by Hilda Edgar,  

Canterbury Society of Arts Annual 

Exhibition Catalogue, 1924, plate 435. 
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It is known that Weeks had, at one time worked in a foundry, and no doubt, Parisian 

exhibitions, as well as the influence of Lhote (who endorsed industrial subjects), 

encouraged him to paint such genre scenes.306   

 

Industry then, proves to be a most personal painting: it communicates Weeks’ own intense 

interest in the power of colour and light, and a sympathetic response to the foundry worker at 

perhaps the most leftist period in New Zealand’s history.  Did Weeks as hard-working artist, 

who had reportedly ‘worked in a foundry’, also see himself aligned with or as worthwhile as 

the industrial worker?  All the suggested possibilities are valid.  Furthermore, as this chapter 

makes clear, Weeks’ interest in industrial themes began well in advance of his time with 

Lhote; his oeuvre begins well before his Parisian training.   

 

Weeks and his family lived in Auckland from the early twentieth century; he will have 

witnessed much industrial activity at the city’s edges.  Mechanics Bay was a major artery for 

metal works of all kinds by the 1930s.  The company George Fraser & Son’s Ltd: Engineers, 

Iron Founders, Boiler Makers, had been on the site since 1866, and was a renowned bastion 

of New Zealand engineering from at least the early twentieth century.  Their foundry which 

stretched to almost two acres was located in Stanley Street, central Auckland.307  ‘Fraser’s 

Foundry’ and ‘Fraser’s Foundry, Stanley Street’ are titles that some of Weeks’ interior 

industry scenes have been sold with.  The Phoenix Foundry, as the foundry in Stanley Street 

was also called, is a name that by the Depression years must have seemed apt; a ‘golden 

phoenix’ in a period of financial recovery.308  Weeks’ later interest in industrial mechanisms 

and labour will have quickened with the contemporary aura bestowed upon employment and 

industrial activity, as well as the shapely, assertive forms and glowing colour the theme 

offered.   

 

Waite wrote of Industry that:  

 

 
306. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 101.  She indicates Dorothy 

Morton provided the information. 

307. Auckland War Memorial Museum Tāmaki Paenga Hira, “George Fraser & Sons Ltd. (Firm),” Records (MS-89-188), accessed 15 

November 2018, http://www.aucklandmuseum.com/collection/object/am_library-manuscriptsandarchives-260  

308. A press report in 1939 covers the firm’s history from 1862: Auckland Star, “Pioneering Engineering History George Fraser & Sons 

Phoenix Foundry,” 31 October 1939. 

http://www.aucklandmuseum.com/collection/object/am_library-manuscriptsandarchives-260


 

121 

 

The coming of the Machine Age and its effects on New Zealand society, arguably 

interested Weeks more artistically than socially…Weeks’ modernism is more closely 

aligned with European Modernism than that of the Americans, whose industrial forms 

were central to their socialist message.309  

Industry is, however, something of a hybrid in its combination of naturalism and the 

abstraction associated with post-Cubism.  It was also produced within a close, left-wing 

cultural milieu.  Industry, which is the most compelling of his surviving foundry scenes, can 

be better appreciated against the backdrop of the small left-wing world of Auckland’s art and 

theatrical scene.  In November of 1933, Weeks delivered the first of three talks on modern art 

called New Horizons.  His teaching, then, was not confined to the class schedule.  In April 

1933, for instance, in an unrecorded broadcast, he spoke for the 1YA broadcasting service, 

the title simply, “Painting.”310  The November talks, advertised in the Auckland Star, took 

place: ‘…under the auspices of the Worker’s Educational Association’, a left-wing 

organization advocating for the rights of workers.’311  The WEA was housed in the Old 

Auckland Grammar School, along with the art school.  The People’s Theatre established in 

the year Industry was painted, was run by Elam’s Arnold Goodwin, director of design and 

applied art, and housed in the same Old Grammar School along with the art school.  Of 

Goodwin’s role in the theatre world, Ross states:  

When Goodwin was appointed…in 1936, he persuaded the newly elected Labour 

Government to sponsor a two-year course in Dramatic Art, and urged Auckland 

parents to enrol their children to help create “A drama that would play no small part in 

the workers fight for freedom and the shaping of the future of our country.”312  

Communist poet R.A.K Mason joined the theatre that year.  The theatre’s intention, with 

examples like Waiting for Lefty in 1936 by American playwright Clifford Odets was to 

‘…support the production of radical political theatre.’313  When Weeks embarked on public 

 
309.  Waite, “So So Modern,” Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki: Outpost, 23 December 2010.  

310. New Zealand Herald, “Radio in the Home,” 27 April 1933. 

311. Auckland Star, “Talk on Art,” 15 November 1933. 

312. Gail Ross, “An Unseen Heritage,” She also notes: ‘[t]he W.E.A. Theatre changed its name to the People’s Theatre in 1936, and 

dedicated itself to ‘the struggle against all forms of reaction, such as war, fascism, censorship, and other interferences with democratic 

rights’, 111.   

313. Rachel Barrowman, “R.A.K Mason and the People’s Theatre,” in: A Popular Vision: The Arts and the Left in New Zealand 1930-1950 

(Victoria University Press: Wellington, 1991), 177. 
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lecturing, talks that year on ‘Unemployment and Shorter Hours’ and ‘The Crisis of 

Capitalism’ were also advertised.314  The Auckland Star noted of the sculptural, architectural 

and fine art talks held at the WEA premises, ‘Emphasis will be placed on contemporary 

tendencies [in art] by which most laypeople are frankly puzzled.’315  Weeks’ talk that day 

may well have been the first of its kind in New Zealand where landscape was the dominant 

subject for art.  The reporter, in a wobbly summation, states: 

The paper dealt with the various movements in art that had developed since the  

time when impressionism first startled the art world, and the characteristics of some of 

the forms of modern art.  Mr Weeks pointed out … that since art was interwoven with 

daily life and the effect that machinery had upon life, several painters had tried to 

show in terms of paint the part that machinery played.  Some had felt the importance 

of the machine to such an extent that they had interpreted man as being almost 

subservient to it.316 

 

The power of machines was a pervasive idea still laced with ambivalence and fear in early 

twentieth century commentary.  In Auckland in 1939, J.A.S Coppard’s play Machine Song 

was described as ‘…capital[ising] on the stock expressionist theme of dehumanizing 

mechanization…’.317  The machine-age was a theme Weeks took care to stress; his audience 

likely included working men engaged in industry in central Auckland.  A didactic quality is 

not evident in Industry, in comparison to the socio-political subjects of Lois White, but it has 

a monumentalising quality reminiscent of murals of the 1930s, in America in particular.  The 

presence of factories and industry in the mental-scape of post-war industrialised countries 

was a widespread preoccupation.   

 

 
314. Auckland Star, “Economics and Art,” 24 March 1933. 

315 The series of talks apparently included sessions by W H Wright on sculpture and W H Gummer on architecture, but the nature of their 

individual talks is not known. 
316. Auckland Star, “Talk on Art,” 15 November 1933. 

317. Eugene Benson and L.W. Conolly, (eds.), Encyclopedia of Post-Colonial Literatures in English (Oxfordshire, England: New York 

Routledge, 2005), 393. 
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Thomas Hart Benton’s mural scheme, America Today (fig.26, 1930-1), for instance, 

dramatises the socio-cultural realities of America in the 1920s.  The Detroit Industry Mural, 

1933, by Diego Rivera (1886-1957), is another example of the might and dignity of labourers 

and industry in art.  American Charles Sheeler’s oeuvre depicting machines and smoking 

industry, many of which were commissioned by industrialists, does not present explicit 

political messages.  Weeks’ sympathetic rendering of figures bathed partly in life-affirming 

orange-yellow, does not either.  However, it will have been read by many of his fellow artists 

and friends in Auckland in a political light.   

The interrelationships between students, teachers and WEA activities, and the political 

climate world-wide, are too many to article here.  However, grasping the cultural milieu in 

Auckland, New Zealand, after the world had experienced a widespread Depression is 

essential to contextualising Industry.318  In the 1940s, murals with socialist intent were being 

commissioned by trade unions and labour organisations.  Lois White’s mural ‘Controversy’, 

which belonged to the WEA, was destroyed in the Elam Fire of 1949.  Around the same 

period, the young artist Dennis Knight Turner produced images of men in industry, such as 

the 1948 mural ‘Engineers’, which featured, as Rachel Barrowman notes, distinct echoes of 

Frank Brangwyn’s murals on the theme of labour.319  Independent researcher Gregory F 

 
318. One further example is the press report from 1933: ‘The … series of round-table discussions between Dr. Belshaw and Messrs. 

Bloodworth and Gainor Jackson will end to-night with a consideration of the question whether permanent recovery is possible under 

capitalism, whether Socialism could provide a solution, or whether-recovery demands something between these two.’ Auckland Star, “Waihi 

Prospecting,” 11 April 1933. 

319. Rachel Barrowman, A Popular Vision: The Arts and the Left in New Zealand 1930-1950, “R.A.K Mason and the People’s Theatre,” 

(Wellington: Victoria University Press, 1991), 227. 

Fig.26.  Thomas Hart Benton (American, 1889–1975) 

Detail from Mural Scheme: ‘America Today,’ 1930–31 

Ten panels: Egg tempera with oil glazing on a gesso  

ground on linen mounted to wood panels  

2337 x 2972 mm 

Metropolitan Museum of Art 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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Smith notes: 

…University was a ‘hotbed’ of political ferment with tutors like Willis Airey, Archie 

Fisher, Vernon Brown, Jim Turkington, and …Lois White being particularly involved 

with the Socialist causes.’320 

 

Weeks was very close friends with James Turkington.  ‘Jim’ was unashamedly interested and 

vocal about Socialism and Communism, and like Weeks, had served in World War I.321  

Turkington’s daughter, Patricia, does not go as far as Smith in defining her father’s outlook: 

‘…he wasn’t a Communist as such but we would have come close to moving to Russia, with 

[Head of Elam School of Art] Archie Fisher leading the way.’322  Turkington’s interest in the 

murals of communist painter Diego Rivera begs the question of whether this was an interest 

he and Weeks shared; a reasonable supposition subject to further research.323  Smith claims 

fellow artists, including Weeks, would often visit Jim, engaging in conversation on politics 

and ideology.324  Patricia, who remembers a jovial, affectionate Weeks, is certain that he will 

have been a sympathetic and interested party to such discussions about wealth and the 

proletariat.325  

Industry and the Imagination  

 

There are no workers in the oil study Unloading a Barge (fig. 27, c.1929).  It takes up a 

landscape format, powerful, simplified design, and is imaginatively based on the Parisian 

river barges and stone bridges Weeks often sketched in 1926.  The nocturnal outdoor scene of 

 
320. Gregory Smith, independent researcher and author of the online essays “Lost Property”, in email to the author, 8 July 2014.  I thank 

Smith for his advice on Jim Turkington. 

321. Smith has had access to Turkington’s diaries, and claims: ‘[The experience of World War I] would form his life-long philosophies of 

humanitarianism – or socialism and communism.  In his diary, edited by daughter Patricia, he writes of the inhumanity and cruelty inflicted 

on not only the human participants but the animals unwittingly dragged into the conflict.  As a survivor of this most savage and unnecessary 

slaughter Jim would remain a devout animal and human rights campaigner! And would inevitably become a strident Socialist (and 

Communist) throughout the rest of his life.’ Gregory J Smith: http://www.lostproperty.org.nz/artists-writers/james-turkington/  

322. Patricia Turkington in phone conversation with the author, 10 July 2014.  

323. His daughter states: ‘Jim desperately wanted to go to South America and see the Diego murals.’ Patricia Turkington in phone 

conversation with the author, 10 July 2014.  

324. ‘ ...[Turkington] was also able to canvas opinion from family and friends, dropping in for a chat or serious political discussion – of 

which there was plenty. [Anna] Lois White, Archie Fisher, Louise Henderson, John Weeks, etc, were often around for cups of tea or the 

more serious intake of ideology and spirits; the talk… and fervour embracing them all – across art, culture, politics and life in general.’ 

Smith, “Lost Property.” 

325. ‘It would have been abnormal if he wasn’t interested in the theory of communism.  He would have been totally interested; people were 

so fanatical [about it].  Mainly because of the First World War.’ Patricia Turkington in phone conversation with the author, 10 July 2014. 

http://www.lostproperty.org.nz/artists-writers/james-turkington/
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Unloading a Barge is more sparing in design than Industry.  In it, we can see certain formal 

choices that featured in Weeks’ earliest industrial oeuvre – such as vertical framing devices 

and a hanging container.  Unloading a Barge is comprised of small, often creamy patches of 

colour which soften the compositions’ geometries.  Most striking is the curve of the bridge 

and its mirroring reflection over which the diagonal of a barge boat hoist hangs.  Large crates, 

bluntly cubic and indistinct, are visible on the bridge.  This industrial river scene shares 

compositional similarities to the female nude and bridge subject of Week’s Parisian Study for 

a Composition discussed later in the thesis.  Just as the female nudes do not present soft, 

pliant flesh, the trees do not provide curving shapes.  Organic material – the adjacent trees to 

the left and heaps in the foreground – are pressed into answering submission.  The tree-forms 

are geometricised to echo the stepped shape of the cubic crates beyond.  Like Cézanne, 

Weeks compels his subject to meet compositional concerns.  These rigid trees are many miles 

from the sinuous tree forms of his soft landscape imagery to about 1925.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

Fig. 27. Unloading a Barge, c.1929 

Oil on board 

• 268 x 360 mm 

• Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o 

Waiwhetū 
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Fraser’s Foundry, which emerged recently, is an interior scene featuring workers (fig. 28, 

c.1950s).  A striking composition, it returns to the tall, monumentalising format of Industry.  

It is more drawn than painted.  Bright windows at the top of factory walls suggest those of a 

cathedral.  A diagonal, dramatic shaft of light, underlines connotations of a sacred activity, 

and has echoes of the ‘rays’ of Rayonism.  Weeks delights in the bold shapes of the factory, 

suggesting belts, gears, and pulleys.  Naum Gabo-like white, striated constructions appear to 

the left, while a jutting table directs our attention to two diminutive men busy at work.  They 

recall lines found in the fragments of Weeks’ lecture notes to the W.E.A in 1933: 

 

In the colossal factories such as motor works…man has developed into a specialist in 

just one thing, doing the same thing again and again with the mechanical precision of 

the machine.326   

 

A dark shape like a bottle can be seen beyond these workers; the still life genre seems to 

creep into this bold, colourful vision of industry.   

 

 
326. Lecture manuscript, “New Horizons in Art,” 1933, John Weeks Archive, RC 2007/8/1/7, 1-9, pg.8, E.H. McCormick Research Library, 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

Fig. 28. Fraser’s Foundry, c.1950s 

Tempera on board 

577 x 395 mm 

Image courtesy of Art & Object 
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The next image in the discussion, is a rather more singular image, both still life and industrial 

in its theme, and also deploys strong directional lines.  The frenetic Composition of Tools 

(fig.29, c.1945) is one of Weeks’ most imaginative and weird still life paintings.  Its 

circulating energy is more violent than in other compositions, including his stylish collage 

Still Life with Vase, Dish and Plate, noted later.  Week’s interest in mechanical subjects and 

tools as still life, likely pursued from the early 1930s, inspired Day in the sketch, Drill 

(fig.30, c.1946).327  However, this is a rare surviving example by Weeks.  The objects relate 

to the manual labour of working the land, such as scrub and grass clearance and cutting 

wood.  A circular timber saw, shears, hand-saw, scythes, and a grinder are the primary 

objects, tools likely used on the Weeks estate.  By the mid to late 1940s he was the only able 

adult running the family’s farm and home, an irony for the artist who, in his youth, had 

spurned farming as a vocation.   

 

 

 

 
327. Interview with Melvin Day, 31 July 2013, Seatoun, Wellington. 

Fig. 30.  Melvin Day  

The Drill, c.1946 

560 x 380 mm 

Artist’s Estate Collection 

Fig. 29. Composition of Tools, c.1945 

625 x 495mm 

Tempera on cardboard 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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Composition has a dizzying, ‘all-over’ ‘hide and seek’ approach to figure and ground, 

ditching one radiating plane for another, entirely different orientation.  There is an aggressive, 

over-reaching quality as Weeks puts the tools to jaunty, manic use.  The dryly applied 

composition quivers with the pulse of texture, pattern, colour, directional lines and the 

circular movement of a figure ‘8’.  An upward diagonal force issues from the lower right 

through the handles of the scythes into a circular, convoluted merry-go-round of colour, 

pattern, and shape.  The curves of scythe blads, circular timber-saw, and grinder, play off the 

straight lines of the axe and the form of the hand-saw.  The circular saw is a jagged whirly 

gig and a visual game.  Its teeth fluctuate from being figure on ground to reverse phantom 

outline.  The lower right side of this circular saw shape fades away into stippled obscurity, 

the geometric design of the background coming to the fore through the haze.  The centre of 

the circular saw, is invaded, as if from beneath, by a decorative, extended segment tipped in 

red.  The rather uncompromising and uncomplicated form of the hand-saw is slightly at odds 

with the jostling circular activities next to it, however it forms some alliance with the 

verticals within the design to the far-right.  The partial attempt to conflate or elide these sharp 

and jagged implements results in the uneasy, abrasive association of penetration of hard 

cutting tools by other cutting tools.  The chopping knife at centre and sickle-shape that curves 

over it, conjure a crude similarity to the icon of Russian communism.  The knife appears to 

throw a shadow upon the layered area behind it; the three-dimensional world of light is 

therefore indicated in a shallow decorative Futurist-Cubist design.  The grinder’s stand also 

forces shallow space into the foreground.  It appears to be in front of the main event. 

Composition of Tools was one of the more complex examples by Weeks in the Thornhill 

Group show at the Society of Arts Rooms in early October 1951.  Reviewer ‘Hokusai’ 

complained: ‘These confused mechanical patterns are so far removed from the sensuous work 

of the earlier Weeks, the honoured master, that it’s hard to understand what has happened.’328  

Another reviewer, under a sub-heading: ‘Little Nationalism,’ noted:  

 

Unlike Wallis and most of the others in the (Thornhill) group, Weeks has nothing that 

is noticeably New Zealand…in the present show… But in colour, texture and form 

 
328. ‘Hokusai,’ “Art in Auckland,” Here & Now (November, 1951): 38-9.  
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Weeks leads the way for his group of painters.329  [My italics.] 

In terms of Composition of Tools, they missed the obvious tools of a farmer, arguably a very 

New Zealand reference.   

David Eggleton writes on Weeks, in a chapter titled ‘Distance Looks Our Way: The Arrival 

of Regionalism.’  He states: 

Over the course of his long career – which eventually led him into a rather tortuous 

abstraction – [he] sampled eclectically from many sources. …Weeks’ semi-

abstractions have been described as ‘decorative cubism’, the mannerisms without the 

meaning.330 

Although Eggleton is one of the few to stress the artist’s eclecticism, the ambition of his 

sweeping span of local art history radically oversimplifies Weeks’ later career.  The reader is 

also left to speculate as to what constitutes ‘decorative cubism’ in his summation.  Which 

‘semi-abstractions’ (a wide net, indeed) represent ‘decorative cubism,’ and what correct 

‘meaning’ might be attributed to Cubism and its many offshoots?  Weeks’ ‘semi-abstraction’, 

is implied in this context, to be a derisory attempt at ‘serious’ modernism.  Eggleton’s phrase 

‘torturous abstraction’ has truth to it, at times, but it is not clear whether he means ‘pure’ 

abstraction or semi-abstraction.  I have some sympathy for the poet’s use of generalities; this 

oeuvre is never going to be summed up easily, and the lay reader has to start somewhere. 

The circular movement and handles of Composition of Tools become mere echoes in the 

design, Abstract Study (fig.31, c.1945, pg.130).  The streamlined forms of industrial-ware are 

suggested here in a limited palette of orange, ochre, brown, and white.  The restrained 

stippling method Weeks uses adds a hint of recession, and acts as contained energy within 

sections of ochre.  His planar circularities recall the concentric arrangements and rhythms of 

Sonia and Robert Delaunay’s art.  Sonia Delaunay’s radical forays into both art and textile 

design also echo in the collage still life: Still Life with Jug, Vase and Plate discussed later in 

the thesis. 

 

Around 1950, Weeks expressed some of the frustration he felt as a modern artist: 

 
329. Tom Bolster, “Show Points A Way for N.Z Painters,” Auckland Star, 2 October 1951. 

330. David Eggleton, Towards Aotearoa: a short history of 20th century New Zealand art (Auckland N.Z.: Reed, 2007), 71.  
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Railway loco[motives], steamships, motorcars to mention but a few, show a striking 

change from the earlier types of construction.  Do the critics hold up their 

hands in horror at this change or evolution in this field?  For some reason they 

do not.331  

 

Weeks desired some understanding for his own art, which had changed many times over the 

course of his career.  The formal nuts and bolts of much modern art had not, he seems to say, 

gained the acceptance or praise that the ‘machine-age’ had in New Zealand.   

 

 

 

The machine-age itself is signalled in Weeks’ highly abstract Homage to Leger (fig. 32, 

c.1945-50), which it seems, was titled Machine Shop in Weeks’ touring exhibition in 1955.332  

It was positioned immediately after Precision Carbon Holder (1949-50) in the artist’s 

exhibition catalogue, and before African City (1953).333  However, the visual impact of the 

show was likely balanced against meeting a roughly accurate chronology.  The painting has 

somehow acquired the alternative title of Homage to Leger, perhaps a title in use during the 

artist’s lifetime.  Léger died in August 1955.  It certainly shares much in common with 

Léger’s post-World War I imagery, treatment and industrial references.  It is also many miles 

 
331. Quarterly of the Auckland City Art Gallery, no. 46, June 1970, accessed 1 November 2018, 

https://assets.aucklandartgallery.com/assets/media/1970-issue-46-gallery-quarterly.pdf  
332. The original gallery catalogue card for this Dunedin Public Gallery painting observes: ‘This work was catalogued for the John Weeks 

Retrospective exhibition in 1955 … Cat no. 167, Machine Shop. Tempera… signed lower left, … undated. Price 30 gns.’ Supplied by 

Genevieve Webb, Dunedin Public Art Gallery registrar, in email, 16 June 2014. 

333. Auckland City Art Gallery and the Auckland Society of Arts, John Weeks (Auckland, N.Z: Pelorus Press, 1955), n.p. 

Fig. 31.  Abstract Study, c.1945-50 

Acrylic on board,  

635 x 757 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of Art & Object 

https://assets.aucklandartgallery.com/assets/media/1970-issue-46-gallery-quarterly.pdf
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from Weeks’ Impressionistic conceptions of the industrial landscape discussed earlier in this 

chapter.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The title and energy of the image suggest the interior workings of a factory.  Variegated, 

textured, stippled, and striped areas, jostle within a very shallow space; they activate the 

surface in a way not seen in Léger’s oeuvre.  However, circular units in this ‘machine shop,’ 

are one of the motifs that echo the disk-shapes of Léger.  Like his French contemporary, 

Weeks fills his composition with dynamic movements through flat colour and dynamic 

geometric shapes and line.  He counters straight lines with curves or circles and tonal flat 

colour with patterned or textured areas.  Additions of neutral grey prevent the work from 

becoming too excitable; grey is also the only colour suggestive of metal and concrete, the 

material of industry and used often in Léger’s work.  A brown cog similar to that in Industry 

appears in the lower left corner.  Long ribbons peeling off those to the left suggest spooling 

Fig. 33. Joseph Fernand Henri Léger (1881-1955) 

Eléments mécaniques, 1919 

Oil on canvas 

645 x 495 mm 

Sothebys.com, accessed 19 September 2018. 

Fig. 32.  Homage to Leger c.1945-50 

Tempera on paper, s.l.l. 

445 x 513 mm 

Dunedin Public Art Gallery 

 

 

 

 

Image 

redacted. 
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film or factory belts.  There is little sense of volume and the depth is shallow and ambiguous.  

Léger’s works often have a ponderous dynamism, and some sense of oxygen seems to flow 

between his forms.  However, Leger also produced many flatter compositions such as 

Eléments mécaniques (fig.33, 1919).  Weeks’ painting quivers with buoyant agitation and 

dense visual activity including incisive black lines that form spokes.  The composition offers 

sensations ranging from the celebratory to a clamour suggestive of the machine-age of speed.   

 

 

 

 

Another design (fig. 34, c.1940s) in tempera paint, again nods to the geometric abstraction of 

Léger.  It represents an ocean liner surrounded by, and partly elided with, geometric 

abstraction.  A crane-like form leans at the same diagonal as the crane in the French subject 

of Unloading a Barge.  Here it almost slices the ship and tucks in behind a red and brown 

design; the sorts of visual game Weeks was playing, less subtly in Composition of Tools.  

This looming liner, made partially volumetric, is seen as if from below.  It echoes the many 

art deco variations on this popular motif; a symbol of modernity, progress and the global 

reach of the modern traveller.  Is it possible that Unloading a Barge, Machine Shop, 

Precision Carbon Holder, Ocean Liner were compositions begun or conceived as early as the 

late 1920s?  This is a key question raised by Weeks’ undated, changeful oeuvre.  For 

instance, in Parisian Façades of 1926, (pg.315), an edifice of glowing flat colour and punchy 

geometries, rises like a modern-day cathedral, and echoes in the design of Ocean Liner.   

Fig. 34. Untitled, [Ocean Liner], c.1940s 

Tempera on paper 

533 x 420 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

[RC2010/1/12/66] 
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The final work in this chapter, brings us to the colourful fantasy of smoking industry in 

Industrial Composition (fig.35, c.1955), many miles from the hazy scenes of industry in a 

reduced, painterly palette that the chapter opened with.  Yet, as in the opening image of this 

chapter, smoke issues from unseen sources.  Industrial Composition is an imaginative vision 

that suggests an amalgam of reference: piping, cylinders, high-rise buildings, electrical 

circuitry and industrial smoke.  Its tight massing of thin lines leading from the foreground and 

up and along the central picture plane gives the impression of an electrical board.  At the 

right, one of a pair of triangulated shapes in the foreground, a recurring motif, appears to be 

vertically connected to the abstract infrastructure of the background contradicting the 

recession suggested to the left.  A blue vertical bar of dashes within the left of the represented 

infrastructure echoes similar motifs of Léger.   

 

    

 

 

 

Entry beyond his line-up of tall buildings is denied.  The receding kerbs in the foreground act 

Fig. 36. Untitled [Paris], c.1926.  

Source: Art New Zealand,  

no.61, Summer 1991-2.  

John Leech Gallery  

exhibition advert, n.p. 

 

Fig. 35.  Industrial Composition, 

c.1955 

Tempera on wood 

598 x 888 mm (approx.) 

Dunedin Public Art Gallery 
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like part of a courtyard area from which to view the conglomerate of colour, height, line and 

smoke.  Though far more fanciful than Charles Sheeler’s high-rise monuments, it is likely 

that Weeks, by the mid to late 1940s, was aware of the American’s work.  But the New 

Zealander’s own oeuvre of architecture rings out.  A dark rectangle to the right at ‘ground’ 

level suggests the many doorways of Moroccan dwellings in Weeks’ drawings in North 

Africa.  Industrial Composition also speaks of the tall façades of the Mediterranean, the 

apartment blocks and colour of Paris (fig. 36, Untitled, c.1926), his drawings of fortresses in 

the Maghreb noted in the next chapter, and the sky-scrapers of Manhattan, the latter, so 

common a motif in design, advertising, signage, photography, and painting. 

 

Weeks is the first known painter in New Zealand to explore the theme of industry in a 

sustained way.  He saw it as a subject worthy of contemplation.334  It was an unusual theme in 

New Zealand art, and his restless, searching, multifarious approach to visual language was 

most uncommon, too.  It ranges from softly tonal conceptions, to the rigid staccato shapes of 

Unloading a Barge, and to the spiky agitation and concentric movements of Machine Shop.  

A frenetic, complex composition of his farming tools is later reduced to an abstract 

concentric symphony, while an example of his ‘semi-abstracts’, the colourful Industrial 

Composition, is inventive and whimsical.  It is also clear, that his interests in the modern, 

often tall structures of industry, and in decorative-abstract values were established well in 

advance of study in Europe.  However, I have also examined his varied scenes of industry 

against his wider oeuvre and biography, rather than simply focus on formal values or ‘isms.   

 

Wider values can be discerned which interrupt the formalist notion of modernity by which 

Weeks is normally judged.  The imagery in this chapter, for instance, invites readings on 

cultural currencies of thought such as the fear, celebration and ambivalence around the 

machine and human labour.  Winstone’s Yard which opened this chapter, is small, but 

dramatic, with an animist industrial machine dominating the stage.  Cross-fertilisations and 

continuities feature across his oeuvre which have been noted throughout this study.  His 

sketches of the smoky Christchurch gasworks area contain seeming echoes of his devastated 

scenes at the Front.  His landscape themes of altered landscape addressed in Chapter Two, 

overlap with an interest in the extractive industries.  In Weeks’ most famous interior scene, 

 
334. It is possible, however, that other painters pursued such a theme beyond a classroom exercise, too.  However, few works on the theme 

of industry have emerged before 1930. 
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the artist pictures himself in contemplation of colour and light but it also suggests empathy 

with the left-wing politics at Elam School of Art.  His representation of a brickworks site 

under massing, eventful skies offers a more delicate formal treatment, yet also an emotive 

vision for contemplation – in notes of earth and clay – hues Weeks was to exploit in a number 

of his works on paper in Morocco, discussed in the next chapter.    
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Chapter Four 

 

Vision, Outsider-ness and Orientalism: In the Maghreb 

 
 

In his The Meaning of Art (1931), the influential art critic, art theorist, and novelist, Herbert 

Read, remarked of drawing:  

 

So enticing is this art of drawing, that the danger is we may never turn to what is the 

primary work of the artist, his painting or sculpture.  That is why it is so important to 

realize that drawing is a distinct art...335  

 

Drawings are not merely handmaidens to the ‘real’ or ‘primary’ medium of painting; the 

drawings by Weeks in this chapter offer very different effects and affects and vary in their 

degree of directness and conscious calculation.  In no other period was Weeks as prolific in 

the distinct art of drawing as from January 1927 to roughly August 1928.  This was a long 

interlude in his travels, some five years after leaving Canterbury College of Art, and before 

his final studies with Lhote in early 1929.  This appears to have been the most extensive trip 

by any New Zealand artist to North Africa.  Eight hundred is a conservative estimate of his 

surviving North African representations on paper which offer powerful evidence of a 

diversity and directness of vision rarely seen after this trip.   

 

Weeks’ drawings while there and his presence as Anglo-New Zealander in a largely Muslim 

country are also due for consideration.  While the scope of this thesis and its emphasis on the 

qualities and associations that emerge from pictorial analysis does not allow comprehensive 

appraisal of post-colonial perspectives, I consider these works as both operating within and 

departing from the long cultural tradition of Orientalism, and against central arguments of 

Edward Said’s critical theory of Orientalism.  The late Said (1935-2003) was a Palestinian-

American scholar of humanism, a public intellectual, activist, and author of over thirty books, 

of which, the most notable, influential, and controversial, was Orientalism (1978).  He 

argued, as noted later, that all European writing on Islamic culture reflected a racist ideology 

intimately linked with an Imperialist agenda, and which comprised of two opposing 

 
335. Herbert Read, The Meaning of Art (London: Faber & Faber, 1931), 96. 
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categories in which the ‘West’ was superior to an inferior ‘East.’  One of his most bald 

phrases includes, ‘the ineradicable distinction between Western superiority and Oriental 

inferiority.’336  He also opens the book with the comment that ‘[the] ‘Orient’ was ‘almost a 

European invention and had been since antiquity, a place of romance, exotic beings, haunting 

memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences.’337 

 

------ 

In 1927, seemingly on a fine day, the artist chose a sharp piece of sanguine conte to sketch 

near Marrakesh, in a region inscribed on many of his drawings.338  In Study in Ouriki, Grand 

Atlas Morocco (fig.1, 1927), bright sunshine is suggested through the blank of pale paper.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
336. Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 9. 

337. Said, Orientalism, 9. 

338. Transliteration of Arabic names is complex and there will be inconsistencies in place names used in this chapter.  Transliteration 

systems have changed over time and different systems of spelling in various languages have also been developed to represent Arabic sounds. 

For example, the Arabic مراكش is normally transliterated as Marrakesh in English but as Marrakech in French.  As Weeks travelled in 

French- controlled territory he often used French transliterations.  Titles of works appear as he appeared to write them but variations exist 

and absolute consistency has not been possible. 

 

 

 

Fig.1. Study in Ouriki, Grand Atlas, Morocco 

Conte on paper 

264 x 364 mm 

Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū  
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This visible paper between the lines unites the whole composition through its constant 

presence and surface value.  Light is upon and ‘within’ the walls, ground and rocks.  

Striations at the left corner suggest green growth, rockery or shade.  The drawing’s 

monochromatic value denies absolute identification as everything is bound by the one 

prevailing brown hue.  Buildings partly made of stones, rise up beyond a lightly sketched 

arena of stones, trees, and earth.  The viewer’s eye and cognition quicken in tandem with the 

visual ‘evidence’ of being at this site, in this terrain.  The degree of specificity and naturalism 

is rewarding as it vividly affects the viewer’s physical-mental experience of the subject: it 

offers the palpable.  But what is truth here?  As the eye moves along and over the drawn 

lines, a seemingly empirical registrar, we may still wonder at what was actually there, what 

was edited, how it was abbreviated or engineered to rhyme or contrast?  Was the figure in the 

dark watchtower actually there at the moment of observation, for instance? 

Inevitably there is a dual process: the eye and mind absorb empirical description and formal 

relationships between objects, lines, shapes and contrasting textures.  The rug slung over the 

top balcony is a crisp light unit against the darkness of shade and roughly aligns with other 

diagonal lines in the picture, including the reaching branches of the trees to the lower left.  

The linear massing of stones ‘on the ground’ rise up the flat of the page and virtually meet 

with those in the lower structures of the mud-brick buildings and continue up seams of wall.  

These repeating shapes are stimulating and unifying in an abstract, even decorative sense.  

Lower down, faint triangles are visible either side of the middle tree.  These shapes might be 

considered ‘lightly cubist.’339  Severely foreshortened rooves at the upper right are the more 

forceful geometries in the picture, tilted and slightly ‘off’, as if Weeks has altered his viewing 

point.   

The four spindly, leafless trees hold their own remarkably well against their backdrop of 

detail and have sensitive, contrasting personalities.  The two straighter boughs are like happy 

sentries.  They reach delicately upwards, their trunks roughly aligned with the rising verticals 

of the building.  The saplings to the left project their branches in a taut, stretching movement 

as if they are archer and arrow combined.  As they had in his earlier landscape images of 

 
339. Peter Shand, “Weeks, John.” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, (Claudia Orange, ed.), Vol.4, 1921-1940 (Wellington: 

Department of Internal Affairs; Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1998), 558.  
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around 1920, trees in his drawings of the late 1920s typically provide animation and gesture 

whereas shrouded or indistinct humans are often muffled in their body language.  In contrast 

to the lively trees, the buildings are intractable stalwarts – remote beings with dark eyes.  

These dwellings, created partly from earth, are complemented conceptually by the brown 

medium.  Weeks was surrounded by structures made from local raw materials, and he 

flourished in response.  His prolific drawings from 1927 to 1928 of remote villages in 

Morocco suggest the artist had an especial, unusual love for nature within and without the 

fabric of Morocco’s human habitation.  This is an appreciation that is certainly relevant today 

in a world despoiled by non-biodegradable materials. 

Ouriki is Orientalist in one sense, given its representation of an ‘Oriental’ culture in North 

Africa where colonial structures and administration made access possible for Weeks and 

Alexander Graham Munro (1903-1985).340  In a wider sense, Weeks’ desire to be in the 

Maghreb is also part of much broader impulse that saw generations of European artists 

seeking out rural or coastal, non-industrial areas in their own countries and beyond.  Weeks 

had come a long way since his early watercolour of a whare made of raupō in the style of 

teacher Frank Wright, noted in Chapter One. 

 

The North African Travel Drawings  

 

In 1947, some twenty years after the trip detailed in this chapter, Weeks itemised media and 

their potentialities, as stated in the Introduction: ‘… it is necessary to make endless 

experiments into the possibilities of the various mediums.’341  In Morocco, it was not merely 

this potential he explored, but many formal vocabularies, too.  These can nod to the poetic 

topographies of earlier English travelling artists such as Edward Lear.  Sometimes they 

resembled the Impressionistic ‘washy’ schools of Arthur Melville, the Glasgow Boys, and 

Phillip Wilson Steer, while others offer a more geometricised, constructional Lhotian 

 
340. Munro, who was seventeen years younger than Weeks, had also been at the Royal Scottish Academy as noted earlier in the thesis.  A 

biography on Munro and a number of the watercolours produced on his trip with Weeks can be found at Modern British Gallery, accessed 

12 March 2017, http://www.modernbritishgallery.com/detail.asp?id=680.  According to Weeks, Graham, as he was known, was meant to 

focus on studies in Paris, in accordance with the terms of his scholarship.  He instead spent around eighteen months in North Africa, rather 

than the few weeks he had intended.  John Weeks papers, ‘Letter from Weeks to Esplin,’ May 1965, RC 2001/1, letter no 1.358, E.H. 

McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki.
 

341. Howard Wadman (ed), “John Weeks”, Yearbook of the Arts in New Zealand,” no.3, 1947, 30. 

http://www.modernbritishgallery.com/detail.asp?id=680
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approach.  Rarer survivors are ‘drippy’ and experimental.  The portfolio, much of which 

Weeks carried across rough, wet terrains, offers a range of media: conte, pastel, watercolour, 

graphite and ink.  Most addressed here come from Auckland Art Gallery’s research 

collection.342  This cache is dominated by monochromatic work; the artist’s watercolours are 

scarce, and some appear water-damaged (fig.2, Medenine).  Other drawings from his 

portfolio have emerged on the secondary market.  Weeks’ prolific productions and letters of 

this period offer much to reflect on: a possible thesis in itself, but only a fraction of this can 

be addressed here. 

 

In this chapter I consider Weeks’ North African drawings through a selection of divergent 

works from a major period of artistic and personal development.  Far fewer drawings appear 

to exist of the European legs of the journey.  He produced hundreds, however, while in the 

the Maghreb, ‘place where the sun sets’: Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia.  The long trip was 

immensely important to Weeks, the memories and encounters of which he later regaled 

friends with.  Of around eighteen months that Weeks and his younger Scottish friend spent in 

North Africa, approximately fifteen months were spent in Morocco.  He returned through 

Corsica, Italy and Venice, to Paris and Andre Lhote’s Academy from early 1929, where he 

would return to the methods of mathematically engineered figure compositions.  About 

midway through 1926, Weeks and Munro left the shows, galleries, and busy metropolis of 

Paris, and travelled through France to the coast.   

 

 

 

 
342. There are also works that are probably versions or copies of original pastel drawings. 

Fig.2.  Medenine [Tunisia], c.1928. 

Watercolour and pencil 

246 x 323 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/1/110) 
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In New Zealand art history, watercolourists Alfred Sharp and John Kinder have had books 

devoted to their use of this drawing medium.  However, survey art histories are primarily 

devoted to painting in oil and acrylic, with works on paper in the minority.343  One of the 

overarching reasons Weeks’ drawings and watercolours have not been addressed in critical 

terms, though, is for formal reasons; they are not ‘progressive’ enough.  It is also unlikely 

that other writers have had much knowledge of the surviving range of work, the bulk of 

which was in private storage for decades.  To reveal Weeks’ actual diversity – and in all 

media – is to lean closer to the flickering truth of this oeuvre, its restlessness and moods.  

This chapter, like the study at large, examines formal dynamics and the materiality of media 

Weeks exploits, and the various values the subject offers: psychologically, culturally, 

poetically and connotatively.  The artist, for instance, found both the compellingly ‘strange’ 

and the familiar in the Maghreb such as vernacular architecture carved out of, and into the 

earth, offering memories of the War and trench life.   

 

There are many striking images that can be discussed fruitfully if the ‘ultra-modernist’ 

goalposts attached to Weeks and other artists are removed.  ‘Innovative’ formal vocabulary 

for a New Zealand artist, as the proviso often goes, is not the only path to compelling 

viewing.   

 

Shand writes: 

 

Much of [Weeks’] popular reputation derives from the orientalist compositions of his 

15 months in Algeria, Tunisia and, principally, Morocco.  For the most part these are 

lightly cubist compositions which, although they are quite strong compositionally, do 

not involve any rigorous investigation of form.344 

 

Weeks’ ‘investigation of form’ is not strong, Shand suggests, nor his use of Cubism.  Mackie, 

one of his sources, is also reserved; the trip itself was deemed old-fashioned.  She refers to 

Weeks’ enthusiasm and ‘prodigious’ output in North Africa as ‘provincial’ in outlook, and 

quoting an unnamed source, states that his pursuit of ‘Moroccan and Tunisian marketplaces, 

 
343. The lesser longevity of drawing and watercolour, the latter, particularly so in New Zealand’s harsh light, affects their value on the 

marketplace, and perhaps, correspondingly, in critical value, too.   

344. Shand, “Weeks, John,” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, 558. 



 

142 

 

street-scenes, and bizarre architecture …’, ‘belong to a tradition that was almost dead.’345  

She states: ‘[it] was … inevitable that some critics should judge such work [by Weeks] as 

little more than stereotyped renderings of monotonous orientalism.’346  A ‘stereotypical’ or 

‘monotonous’ enquiry is an unfair characterisation of this entire cache, which often delivers 

freshness, directness, and strong design. 

 

 

 

 

 

Francis Pound writes with a whiff of boredom: ‘Weeks then travelled in those places then 

considered obligatory for the painter – France, North Africa and Italy…’.347  The artist 

eagerly sought what he saw as the romance and rustic beauty of a non-urban life (fig.3, Gypsy 

Caravan, France, c.1926).  Like so many artists working in the early twentieth century, 

including New Zealand painters Maud Sherwood and Frances Hodgkins, Augustus John, 

Australian Hilda Rix Nichols, and American painter Henry Ossawa Tanner, travel and 

sketching was part of an artist’s commercial and creative practice.348  It could also provide an 

expansion of their horizons in a broader sense.   

 
345. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 76. 

346. Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art,” 75-6. 

347. Francis Pound, Forty Modern New Zealand Paintings (Auckland, N.Z.: Penguin Books, 1985), n.p. 

348. Maud Sherwood née Kimbell (1880-1956) was a New Zealand artist who moved to Australia where she achieved acclaim for her 

watercolours.  The Australian painter Hilda Rix Nicholas (1884-1961) travelled to London, France and Morocco (1912-1914), in the 

company of American artist Henry Ossawa Tanner (1937-1859) and his wife.  Augustus John was famous in Britain for his bohemian 

lifestyle and interest in the Romany communities of France.  Weeks met John while passing through Martigues.  He states: ‘…we met 

Augustus John and many …painters from the Slade…., with whom we worked for several weeks.’  Howard Wadman, ed., “John Weeks,” 

Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, no. 3, 1947, 27. 

Fig. 3, Gypsy Caravans, France, c.1926 

Watercolour 

270 x 380 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of International Art Centre 
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The selection of images here is considered for its atmosphere and the various cultural, 

biographical, and the idiosyncratic preoccupations that contextualise them.  The subject areas 

I address in this chapter, threaded through with observations on Orientalism in art and Said’s 

theory, include qualities of mystery: that recurring association in Orientalist art and literature, 

Weeks’ expressive design, colour, and emphases on light and shade, his unusual 

acknowledgement of European presence in Morocco, including his own, his encounters, the 

echoes of the artist’s biography on choice of subject matter, and his unusual interest in the 

local dye industry.   

 

MacKenzie states of travelling artists in the context of Orientalism:  

 

…far from offering an artistic programme for imperialism, they were finding in the 

East ancient verities lost in their own civilization.  Many of them set out not to 

condemn the East, but to discover echoes of a world they had lost.  .349 

 

They marveled at people, scenery, unique architecture, merchandise, light, colour, clothes, 

textiles, delicious food and produce.  For Weeks, as for Hodgkins who travelled through 

France, Italy, Holland, Spain, Wales, rural England, and Morocco, beautiful, non-industrial 

locales were a means of stimulating ideas and imagery for sale.  After years travelling and 

studying, Weeks was at least partially after picturesque imagery that would financially 

support him in the uncertain future.  Amazed by Tlemcen, Algeria, for instance, Weeks 

wondered at the prospects further afield: ‘If the stuff that we will see in Morocco is much 

better it will be a good paying trip, no mistake.’350  However, this was a trip like no other for 

Weeks, in terms of creative output.  During this sojourn, his range of expression is notably 

broader than those of other New Zealand artists in Morocco, and this deft body of drawing is 

unique in his oeuvre. 

 

Merton, Hodgkins, and Sherwood, for instance, seem to have primarily worked in 

watercolour, while Weeks used pastel, pencils, crayons and inks, using diverse languages.  

Like them he produced market scenes and street scenes, but he was prolific, and far more 

attuned to landscape with architecture as a subject.  Merton also produced more landscape-

 
349. John M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 67. 

350. Letter from Weeks to family, 21 March 1927, J.W.A, R.C 2007/8/1a, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o 

Tāmaki. 
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oriented watercolours when in Algeria.  Weeks often worked a distance from people in 

markets.  It is hard to judge how much of this might be due to his perhaps uncertain 

confidence or interest in rendering figures in detail or a sense of discretion, and how much 

might be due simply to the resistance of moving subjects.  In contrast, Sherwood and 

Hodgkins placed more emphasis on the figure, represented in more naturalistic detail from 

closer view-points.  Hints in the correspondence home suggest the men had far fewer 

opportunities to draw at close proximity.351  Weeks wrote of sketching in Oudja, which was 

just over the border with Algeria and Morocco: ‘[w]e …contented ourselves by doing a 

number of drawings and small figure studies and costumes in the market places.’352  

Certainly, fleeting pencil drawings of isolated men and women still survive, as evidenced in 

the Auckland Art Gallery collection.  On the whole though, his surviving drawings feature 

mostly architecture and street scenes with generic figures, suggesting that if it was difficult 

for his female compatriots to secure models, it was even harder for two men.   

 

Weeks’ strengths were in North Africa’s architectural and landscape subjects.  None of the 

New Zealand artists who went to Middle Eastern countries took up the more prurient 

fantasies of the odalisque or novelty-seeking, fantasy imagery of the nineteenth century 

French Orientalists.  Weeks’ portfolio is more akin to British Orientalists of the nineteenth 

and early twentieth century in this regard.  British Orientalism is a rather quieter phenomenon 

compared with the writhing movements, violence, and nudity of Eugene Delacroix’s Death of 

Sardanapalus (1827-8, Musée du Louvre) or his dynamic scenes of horsemen, or the 

voyeuristic, fantasy-erotica of Jean Auguste Ingres’ La Grande Odalisque (1814, (Musée du 

Louvre).  However, Weeks did produce a number of geometricised as well as looser, 

abstracted images representing Maghrebian men on horses; some of the French Orientalist 

nineteenth century spirit then, if not the vocabulary, does exist in his oeuvre.  In terms of 

contemporaneous painting, Morocco-based French painter and illustrator Jacques Majorelle 

(1886-1962) produced highly naturalistic and emotive figurative compositions, as well as 

imagery of young nude local women from around 1930 onwards.  These are poles apart from 

the works on paper by Maud Sherwood and Weeks, for instance.353 

 
351. Weeks produced a fine (unlocated) portrait in charcoal of, seemingly, a West African man, which begs the question of whether there 

were more portraits.   

352. Weeks in letter to family, “The City of the Dead,” Figuig, n.d (c. May/June 1927), E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art 

Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

353. ‘Jacques Majorelle in Morocco’, Jardin Marjorelle, accessed 1 October 2015, http://jardinmajorelle.com/ang/jacques-majorelle-in-

morocco/. 

http://jardinmajorelle.com/ang/jacques-majorelle-in-morocco/
http://jardinmajorelle.com/ang/jacques-majorelle-in-morocco/
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Orientalism and John Weeks 

 

This chapter, like the other chapters, adopts close visual analysis.  It also considers common 

currencies of thought in traditional Orientalism, later politicised by Edward Said.  

Orientalism was once understood as the study, both scholarly and popular, by Europeans of 

the Middle East.  It included anthropology, the study of languages, art, literature, dance, 

architecture and the decorative arts.  An enthusiasm for older customs, handmade craft rather 

than ubiquitous industrial forms, was a characteristic of many travellers, writers, artists and 

other commentators to countries such as Morocco.  Orientalism was part of a wider, 

European phenomenon of nostalgia, beyond arenas of colonial power.   

 

Said’s theory implicated all cultural productions by European powers (though primarily the 

French and British) that represent the ‘Orient’, or as MacKenzie puts it in his critique of 

Said’s thesis: ‘…the literary means of creating a stereotypical and mythic East through which 

European rule could be more readily asserted.’354  Said saw a judgmental Occidental gaze: a 

tool of colonial aggression and Imperialism.  This famous dichotomy of Occidental’ 

superiority versus ‘Oriental’ inferiority, or the Western-Self against the ‘Other’ has been 

variously contested and complicated in the field of post-colonial scholarship which cannot be 

accounted for in a monographic study.  Said defended himself in his Afterword: 

 

Nowhere do I argue that Orientalism is evil, or sloppy, or uniformly the same in the 

work of each and every Orientalist…’355 

 

But the general thrust of his thesis and analysis of texts including: poetry, fiction, travel 

writing, political, scholarly, and governmental material, produces the very sin Said rails 

against: ‘othering’ and polarising.  A well-known sentence reads: 

 

…every European, in what he could say about the Orient, was consequently a racist, 

an imperialist, and almost totally ethnocentric.356 

 

 
354. John MacKenzie, Orientalism, xii. 
355. Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 342. 
356. Said, Orientalism, 342. 
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It is a blanket and injurious statement that needs to be considered carefully against the 

specifics of human encounter.  The truth is usually more nuanced and slippery.  This text that 

has dominated post-colonial studies focuses on British and French nationals, rather than, for 

example, Australians, New Zealanders, Canadians and Americans.  The ‘West’ is, then, a 

most imperfect and unhelpful category just as the ‘East’ is.357   Such constructs pit ‘baddies’ 

against ‘goodies’ which is, in fact, opposite to the ideals and world the Palestinian-American 

scholar wished for.  Just as biography is often useful in understanding an artist’s output, 

Said’s book can be better understood as having a keen biographical, contemporary 

dimension.  Orientalism is a powerfully worded response from a frustrated Palestinian 

intellectual in a heightened atmosphere of racist rhetoric against, and war on, Arab nations.358  

He underlines his thesis: ‘[w]ithout a well-organised sense that the people  over there were 

not like “us” and didn’t appreciate “our” values – the very core of traditional orientalist 

dogma – there would have been no war.’359  Early statements by Said, such as ‘The Orient 

has helped to define Europe (or the West),’ however, are certainly true in the case of this 

Anglo-New Zealand artist, who was invigorated in North Africa.   

Visual imagery, a key form of cultural production, is barely mentioned in Said’s analyses.360   

Many art historians and students, though, have used Said’s 1978 text as if evident fact.361   

Joshua Teitelbaum suggests Said’s theory of the Occidental and the Other, has inhibited 

scholarship on other cultures and ‘… led to a crippling timidity amongst non-Muslim or non-

 
357. An unhappy outcome of the ‘West’ as category is New Zealand being ‘lumped’ in with some of the most belligerent players in the 

global-political landscape today. 

358. He later stated: ‘Orientalism is very much a book tied to the tumultuous dynamics of contemporary history.  I have spent a great deal of 

… the past 35 years advocating the right of the Palestinian people to national self-determination… Speaking both as an American and as an 

Arab I must ask my reader not to underestimate the kind of simplified view of the world that a relative handful of Pentagon civilian elites 

have formulated for US policy in the entire Arab and Islamic worlds, a view in which terror, pre-emptive war, and unilateral regime change 

- backed up by the most bloated military budget in history - are the main ideas debated endlessly...’ Edward Said, “Books: A Window on the 

World,” The Guardian, 2 August 2003, accessed 14 February 2015, 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2003/aug/02/alqaida.highereducation  

359. Said, “Books: A Window on the World,” The Guardian, 2 August 2003.  

360. MacKenzie also notes: ‘Said referred to painting only in passing…but his modes of analysis have been brought to bear on the 

Orientalist canon by Rana Kabbani and specialist art historians, notably Linda Nochlin and Marcia Pointon.’ John M. MacKenzie, 

Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 45. 

361. New York Honours student Kaylee Platt, for example, addresses Said’s theory as unequivocal revelation:  ‘Said’s work shows how the 

West consistently produced an image of the East as its inverse: where the West was enlightened, the Orient was barbaric; where the West 

was civilized, the Orient was primitive; where the West was rational, the East was beset by passion.  This constructed view …was then used 

to justify the West’s imperial conquest of North Africa, the Middle East and Asia.’  “Women and the Islamic Veil,” Honours Thesis, (New 

York: Hostra University, 2013), 3, accessed 10 October 2017. 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2003/aug/02/alqaida.highereducation
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Arab students.’362  MacKenzie’s perspective is important for my consideration of the 

celebratory aspect of Weeks’ journey and work.  He addresses a wider understanding of 

Orientalism which he argues was understood as positive and educational in impulse:  

 

[The] word originally had a wholly sympathetic ring: the study of the languages, 

literature, religions, thought, arts and social life of the East in order to make them 

available to the West, even in order to protect them from occidental arrogance in the 

age of imperialism.363  

 

Weeks certainly held certain romantic notions common to artistic Orientalism, but he is 

disconnected from Imperialist agenda.  I will also argue with respect to Said’s notion of ‘the 

Other’ that Weeks’ imagery often positions the artist as Other-Outsider and the 

object/subjects of his gaze as distant, remote, obscured and unknowable; effectively as un-

definable.   

 

Weeks is the only known New Zealand artist who ventured deep into the Moroccan interior 

for an extended period.  Fortunate in his gender, and emboldened, hardy and resourceful, he 

was also the most exceptional and committed ‘Orientalist’ artist to return home.  Such a 

sustained, immersive journey was never to appear again in his oeuvre or in other New 

Zealand careers.  A book on ‘New Zealand Orientalism’ would be an arguably slender 

volume composed of twentieth century artists.364  Those who went to North Africa included 

Frances Hodgkins (Tangiers and Tetoun), Francis McCracken (Algeria and Tunis, c.1924), 

Maud Sherwood (Tunis, 1927-8), Owen Merton (Algeria, 1923-4), and Cora Hilda Wilding 

(Morocco, 1923-4).  Rhona Haszard died in Alexandria and she and Weeks’ former teacher 

Archibald Nicoll both went to Cairo, Egypt. 

 
362. Joshua Teitelbaum and Meir Litvak, “Students, Teachers, and Edward Said: Taking Stock of Orientalism,” Middle East Review of 

International Affairs 10 (March 2006): 30. 

363. John M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), xii. 

364. Most of those artists travelling from New Zealand never returned for good. 

Weeks’ journeying and sketching through old towns and villages in the 1920s descends from the 

impulse for the Romantic and Picturesque.  It is a currency of thought without which modern-day 

tourism would be bereft.  Rightly or wrongly, the rustic and the non-industrial society, whether in 

rural or coastal Britain and France, or North Africa, spoke of a simpler, more beautiful life, away 
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The Watcher 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

One of Said’s most quoted sentences is: ‘The Orient is watched… the European whose 

sensibility tours the Orient, is a watcher, never involved, always detached…’365  However, in 

a sense, we are all ‘watchers’, interpreting, or attempting to interpret, the world and our 

fellow humans in it, especially in new scenarios of cultural encounter.  Creative people are 

perhaps both the most detached, and yet involved, watchers of all.  In Algeria’s city of 

Tlemcen, for instance, Weeks appears to have perched up high to watch from a distance and 

grasp the shape of the city’s assertively cubic urban landscape.  In Telemen Sidi-Aloui (fig.4, 

c.1927) Weeks fills his page up to the top edge with stimulating geometry and rich colour.  

The composition reflects the wider formal tendencies of the 1920s and 1930s art: all-over 

emphatic design values and dynamic geometries.  The solid architecture with broad planes in 

Telemen Sidi-Aloui has echoes of Picasso’s early architectural subjects.  But Weeks may also 

 
365. Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 103. 

from ‘seedy’ city-life.  There are many images by Weeks that would be considered populist in their 

pursuit of standard picturesque subjects, such as market-day and street views through attractive 

archways.  The works selected here, however, offer something different.   

Fig.4.  Telemen Sidi – Aloui, c.1927 

Watercolour and charcoal 

316 x 238 mm 

Museum of New Zealand  

Te Papa Tongarewa 
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have seen Swiss architect Le Corbusier’s Pavilion de L’Esprit Nouveau (fig.5) at the 1925 

Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes.  Le Corbusier’s 

contribution was cubic, streamlined, and devoid of fussy detail.   

 

 

 

 

 

Was a high vantage point chosen by Weeks for pragmatic reasons, for a formally pleasing 

perspective, or is it an example of ‘detachment’ and the surveying, racist ‘Occidental’ gaze?  

Considerations of Said were yet to emerge when Mackie complains of the:   

…very weak version of Cubism that Weeks so often employed in North African and 

Corsican buildings, or in bird’s-eye-views of closely-packed roof-tops – if Cubism it 

can be called me – was but a superficial device, for mere grid-like arrangement of 

planes and the exploitation of angular shapes is not Cubism…366 [My italics]. 

 

Typical of the period of analysis in New Zealand, it is Cubism that shapes the reception of 

Weeks’ Maghreb sketches.  However, the persistent focus on Cubism, an ism Weeks never 

claimed as having primacy in his work, and finding lack: mildness, weakness, timidity, is 

tediously recycled and ultimately unhelpful.  It is more pertinent to consider other values, 

including the day-to-day realities for the artists in this city.  The bird’s eye vision of Telemen 

Sidi, with its generic figures, has a remoteness compared to their life at ground level where 

roaming children confidently imposed themselves on the pair, often uplifting their art 

materials.  Weeks writes: 

 

The color here is extraordinary and the architecture, quaint, which makes a fine 

combination, and our only troubles are kids which seem to haunt the towns we go to 

in swarms and are a greater pest [than] all the fleas, flies and every known species of 

 
366. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 76. 

Fig. 5. Pavilion d l’Esprit 

Fondation Le Corbusier 

http://www.fondationlecorbusier.fr 

[accessed 2 November 2018] 

 

 

Image redacted. 

 

 

 

http://www.fondationlecorbusier.fr/
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vermin put together.  They also seem to be born thieves and we are lucky if we finish 

up the day and have all our gear intact.367 

 

Weeks’ account of the ‘swarms’ of Algerian children is de-humanising, but an exception 

included here to make a point.  In a later letter he responds to the news of a family car 

accident.  He muses in a universalising line of thought that ‘… children had possibly been 

interfering with the machinery [-] they are same all the world over.’ (My italics)368  Which 

text – and it is text that Said’s theory pivots around – defines Weeks? 

 

 

While artists as visual creatures habitually objectify the world around them, the pair found 

early on in this trip, that they were regarded as a mystery and spectacle.  This was partly due 

their apparently unusual tendency to live in cheaper, indigenous accommodation.  A hint of 

this experience is registered in a representation of four men resting, one appearing more 

inquisitive than the others (fig. 6, El Maiz, c.1927).   

 

Some of the townspeople appear to have been like gawking tourists in their own country. 

Weeks writes after arriving in Morocco via Algeria:   

 

 
367 Letter from Weeks to family from Tlemcen, 21 March 1927, J.W.A, R.C 2007/8/1a, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art 

Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

368. Letter from Weeks to family from  Figuig, 21 April 1927, R.C 2007/8/1a. 

Fig. 6.  El-Maiz, c. 1927 

Pencil, ink and watercolour 

256 x 204 mm 

RC2010/1/1/63 
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We are the source of interest to all and sundry [and] always have a crowd around at 

night when we set about preparing our dinner.  One would think we were a couple of 

lions the curiosity we arouse...369 

 

However, wielding a sketch-pad, especially in the remoter parts of Morocco, was a strong 

gesture, and perhaps added to a level of watchfulness on their part and that of local people.  A 

judicious sense of distance registers in many of Weeks’ drawings, in considerable contrast to 

paintings and drawings by Australian artist Hilda Nichols Rix, for example.  She would often 

plant herself in front of the townspeople who she would cajole, humour, or sketch 

stealthily.370   

 

‘Mystery’ and media in the Maghreb  

 
Many of the images in this chapter can be read as connoting the remote and unknowable.   

Roger Benjamin writes, in the context of Renoir’s rapid out-door sketches in Algiers:  

 

That obstacle [lack of cooperation], endemic to Orientalist painting, may explain why 

some of Renoir’s Algerian figures are no more than sketches, hasty impressions of 

people caught unawares or seen at a distance.371   

 

Benjamin suggests Renoir adopted stealthy sketching.  John Zarobell similarly writes of Jean-

Charles Langlois’ Souk es Semarin, Azzoun Gate (1830-32, Musée des Beaux-Arts, Caen): 

‘The figures, who are in motion and who likely would not have posed for the artist in any 

case, appear as transient, indistinct, ghostlike figures...’.372   

 

 
369. Letter from Weeks, 21 April 1927, R.C 2007/8/1a. 

370. The trip of Hilda and Elsie Rix to Tétouan and Tangiers is detailed in: Jeanette Hoorn, Moroccan Idyll: Art and Orientalism (Carlton, 

Vic: Melbourne University Publishing, 2012). 

371. Roger Benjamin, Orientalist Aesthetics: Art, Colonialism, and French North Africa, 1880-1930 (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2003), 43. 

372. John Zarobell, Empire of Landscape: Space and Ideology in French Colonial Algeria (Pennsylvania.: Pennsylvania State University 

Press, 2010) 17. 
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There were two factors at stake then, for the nineteenth century artist in North Africa, as for 

the twentieth century artist in more remote Morocco: the need for brevity when sketching in 

the field, and the nature of Islamic prohibition around figurative art.  Because, to an extent, 

all travel sketching of transitory phenomena is subject to interruption.  That need for speed 

can offer a different emphasis: the stationary object may come into focus more than an 

animate subject.  In the drawing, Marrakech (fig.7, c.1927), for instance, the figures, many of 

which are faced away from the viewer, are cursory and faint compared with the structures 

around and above them which are described with resolve and extra pressure on the pencil. 

While practical issues play into the elusive quality of the human subject in travel drawings, 

Weeks already had an existing tendency to generalise his human figures and create poetic 

atmospheres.  Love of intrigue and obfuscated subjects was part of Weeks’ cultural heritage.  

The language of softness, obfuscation, abbreviation and enigma used in early landscape and 

industrial scenes, for instance, re-emerges in a number of his Moroccan images.   

In the following works, mood is set by both the turned-away stance or veiled nature of 

represented figures, but also wrought by the qualities of media and diverse expressive 

languages Weeks uses.  They especially invite readings of mystery and atmosphere.  

Cumulatively in Orientalist writings and art, this association of mystery with the ‘Orient’ 

becomes a stereotype.  Said uses the word mystery and its variants thirty-five times in 

Orientalism.  I suggest that this tendency in the work of travelling artists reflects, in part, an 

actual physical, as well as, cultural gulf: many subjects did not want to be rendered.  The 

mystery of the Orient was, then, a ‘truth’ for many outsiders.  To what extent Weeks’ human 

subjects physically altered their positions to avoid capture of their likeness, and to what 

extent the artist avoided encounter and confrontation, is unclear.  

Fig.7. Marrakech 

210 x 310 mm 

Graphite on paper 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/16/167) 
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After leaving the colour and bustle of the Europeanised port city Algiers, and then the 

striking monumentality and cubic spread of Algerian city Tlemcen, the two artists had 

crossed the border on a very full, rickety bus.  Upon eventual arrival in Morocco, Weeks was 

enraptured by the monochromatic colour of the village structures.  Figuig, quite a bit further 

south along the border with Algeria, included the village El Maiz.  In a letter, Weeks refers to 

Figuig as the ‘The City of the Dead’:   

You see by the heading I call it this city of the dead…[as] it seems a place of ghosts 

and shadows… everything is built of mud.  The streets are like underground tunnels 

and a lot of the place is in ruins.  Almost anywhere one walks in any open space one 

walks over the many graves which seem to be everywhere…373 

Weeks’ interest in Morocco was then, a lot more varied than a simple quest for the artistic 

Orientalism which, whether nineteenth-century or twentieth-century, was often predicated on 

vivid colour and pattern.  However, a phantom-like Orient was a common perception among 

travellers, writers, artists and other commentators.  Many travellers experiencing the remoter 

parts of the Maghreb in particular, encountered people(s) who often made themselves elusive.  

American writer Edith Wharton, for instance, wrote of ‘…draped figures slinking by like 

ghosts’ in Marrakesh.374   

While some letters may have gone missing, Weeks and Munro appear not to have been 

longing to produce figure studies as did Hodgkins, Sherwood, and Rix, and this suited their 

hosts.  Years later Weeks indicated the clarity they had to provide to the townspeople upon 

arrival in Morocco: 

 

[it] took us some time to get used to these people but once they saw that all we wished 

to do was to make drawings of their homes and buildings, they accepted us and 

mostly left us alone and gave us a really good send off when we left with a …full 

portfolio of drawings and watercolours.375   

 

 
373. Letter from Weeks to family, ‘THE CITY OF THE DEAD FIGUIG-SOUTH MOROCCO,’ April 21st 1927, J.W.A, R.C 2007/8/1a, 

E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

374. Edith Wharton, In Morocco, Chapter IV, “Marrakech, ‘The Way There,” accessed 15 January 2017, 

http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11104/pg11104.html  

375. John Weeks to Tom Esplin, May 1965, p.7, RC 2001/1, John Weeks papers, letter no 1.358, (Original copy from the Esplin papers, 

Hocken Library), E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/11104/pg11104.html
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Many of Weeks’ sketches are landscape-oriented compositions of buildings and a few generic 

figures.  Mystery and the elegiac are suggested in the delicately poised, watercolour 

Oudaghir (fig.8, 1927) which depicts one of the seven ksars or walled village communities of 

Figuig.376   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Diluted white is used to milky effect on grey-brown paper and suggests an overcast sky that 

would not have the same subdued serenity without the stretch of pale blue.  The grey paper 

sets the tone, so to speak; as indicated earlier in this study, the nocturne is a visual language 

Weeks understood instinctively.  The human figure forms a directional flow to the left along 

a faint line, a movement complemented by the diagonal leans of graceful date palms at the 

left.  The palm fronds are lightly accompanied by curved swoops of pencil; the fan motif of 

the Deco period is hinted at often in his drawings of date palms.  To the right a tall palm 

signposts the small human.  Its ownership of space, open exuberant body language, and self-

evident physical construction is a counterpoint to the shrouded, diminutive figure.  The date 

palms are key to the scene’s lyricism.  They convey shifting sensations of stasis, stability, 

togetherness, as well as motion and independence.  Trees in this portfolio often provide the 

gesture, physicality and spectacle, where figures do not, and this is a trait of Weeks earlier 

scenes, too, such as Victoria Square of 1921. 

 
376. I am not an expert on the indigenous names of the Maghreb and Weeks’ inscriptions often change in spelling. 

Fig.8. Oudaghir, 1927 

Pencil, red ink and watercolour 

200 x 308 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/1/98) 
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As well as connoting the melancholic or mystical, this blue of the shrouded figure in the 

foreground of Oudighir might signify the ‘blue men’ – the veiled Tuareg, nomadic Berber of 

Southern Morocco and Algeria.  It might also suggest, to many of European heritage, 

Romantic associations of cloaked women, ghosts, and monks.  Travellers to Middle Eastern 

countries often associated local dress with ghostly apparitions.  Victorian and Edwardian 

spiritualism, the metaphysical realm, superstition, ghost stories, and hauntings, currents of 

interest that remain today, are some of the cultural concepts that will have informed Weeks’ 

perceptions of the Maghreb.  Frances Hodgkins, too, made such associations.  She wrote from 

Tangiers describing local hospitality, and that a ‘brown ghost came out of the attic-

door…’.377  The romantic quality Weeks often sought is to be found in a number of his 

watercolours, in particular.   

 

The nocturnal theme seen in Weeks’ earlier landscape imagery continues in this period.  In 

‘Ouled Sliman’ (fig.9) a white dome can be seen against a dark brown ridge of infrastructure 

and beneath a dark blue sky: a beguiling space to dream.  Below, two diminutive figures 

contrast with the vastness of the night sky.  The top half of the composition is both textured 

paper with milky blue wash, and a night sky dusted with stars just before complete nightfall.  

The mere fact of it being twilight will likely have suggested to Weeks, if only subliminally, 

the mystery and romance of The Arabian Nights tales, enormously popular in Europe for 

several generations.  The Muslim dome also evokes church domes of Venice and elsewhere 

and bridges the earthy content of the village below and the mystical, abstract arena above. 

 

  
 

 
377. Linda Gill (ed), Letters of Frances Hodgkins (Auckland: N.Z: Auckland University Press, 1993), 161.   

Fig.9.  Ouled Sliman, c.1927  

Ink and watercolour  

201 x 290 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

RC2010/1/1/67 
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El Maiz (fig.10, 1927) appears in Michael Dunn’s 2003 edition of New Zealand Painting: A 

Concise History, but he leaves the watercolour’s contribution ambiguous: 

 

For [Weeks] a motif was a starting point for compositions… This provided him with 

exotic subjects, like the market places in Morocco, that he arranged into decorative 

compositions with a strong emphasis on shape, pattern and colour.378 

 

The reader is left to infer that this watercolour, reproduced opposite the text, is an example of 

a ‘motif’ the artist gathered to provide the basis of ‘decorative compositions.’   

 

 

 
 

Dunn may have seen the artist’s own statements of belief in the artistic mileage that would 

emerge from trip: 

 

By the time we get through with this trip [we] shall enjoy a bit of work in the studio 

trying out something new.  [I] shall have plenty of new stuff to compose from when I 

get home which will be a grand thing to have. …It only needs a good bold and artistic 

method of putting it into pictorial form… .379 

 

El Maiz is testimony to Weeks’ facility as an artist of subtle, rather than ‘bold,’ means.  Its 

 
378. Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History (revised and expanded) (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2003), 107. 

379. Weeks’ letter to family from Paris, 28 January 1929, RC 2007/8/1, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery. 

Fig.10. El Maiz, 1927 

Watercolour and pen on paper 

292 x 281mm   

University of Auckland Art Collection 
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tender vocabulary is at complete odds with his later decorative-abstractions on Moroccan 

themes such as the watercolour Jewish Washerwoman (c.1940, University of Auckland).  El 

Maiz has the abbreviation associated with the sketch but its frontal arrangement and denial of 

depth have commonalities with the flattening tendencies of modernism.  Depth is reduced and 

we are served up a broad tripartite arrangement of pale mauve, browns, and dull greens.  The 

sky is a wonder of restraint in its uninterrupted mauve luminosity enriching the reddish ochre 

and olive-green washes below.  A subdued climate, stillness, quietude, and the close of day or 

early morning are conveyed in this desert scene.  But another mood of remoteness prevails in 

El Maiz.  One figure to the left is a phantom figure, awash with the same colour as its 

surroundings.  Weeks’ figures as seen here are typically perfunctory outlines in pen, lacking 

real sense of volume.  This notational quality typical of the sketch in general adds to the 

feeling of distance from the human subject, the unknowable, the unreal or not quite grasped.  

They are also turned away or otherwise remote to the viewer.  The foreground figure with 

luggage might suggest, in psychological terms, that we are excluded from them and their 

world.  Conversely, the same turned back imitates the direction of the viewer; it can act as a 

sort of surrogate for the audience.  

While Weeks and Munro, drifting through the Maghreb seemingly without aim, were 

mysterious phantoms for many local residents, the artist’s perception, writing from ‘the city 

of the dead,’ was that the inhabitants: ‘…seem to float about and talk in whispers…’.380  A 

relationship emerges between the often necessarily fleeting nature of encounter in 

predominately Muslim countries, the hooded or veiled attire, and the Anglo-Euro-American 

perception of veiled personages as apparitions, phantoms and ghosts.  For most of Weeks’ 

contemporaries in New Zealand, familiar with ghost stories and romantic poetry, the mood of 

enigma the artist perceived and described will have been strongly transmitted through many 

of his images.  For instance, highly diluted ink or watercolour pigment signifies and produces 

enigma.  Bare support around linear marks is an ideal way to suggest ephemerality.  In a 

poised ink drawing (fig.11, Untitled) two figures, a man and a woman, drift away from us 

towards the impenetrable darkness of the passageway.  They are briefly described and generic 

– the Moroccan ‘every-woman’ and ‘every-man.’  The carefully considered composition is 

unified by the constancy of the bare page, the single colour of brown-black ink, and through 

answering shapes; the ‘T’ shaped portals on the buildings and entrance.  The details of the 

 
380. Letter from Weeks to family, inscribed ‘THE CITY OF THE DEAD  

FIGUIG-SOUTH MOROCCO’, 21 April 1927, R.C 2007/8/1, E.H.McCormick Library, Auckland Art Gallery. 
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building seem to float; nothing seems quite concrete and the dark depths suggest a point of no 

return.  Darkness should recede but this is the paradox which Weeks understood – it would 

both suggest depth and act as an enigmatic liminal space that hovers just beneath the picture 

plane.   

 

   

 

                          

 

Fig. 12. Untitled [Street awning and figure] 

Crayon on paper 

252 x 323 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/16/108) 

Fig. 11.  Untitled  

Ink on paper 

271 x 375 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/1/124) 



 

159 

 

 

 

 

In another untitled sketch in crayon (fig. 12. Untitled, c.1927), a seated Moroccan male figure 

is also turned away from us – on purpose perhaps – and seemingly towards the diagonal 

‘parting’ between light and shaded area.  It is unclear whether shade from an unknown source 

is indicated, or a physical part of the infrastructure such as fabric.  Weeks’ interest in the 

emotive and formally dynamic directional power of line, light and dark is concisely 

employed.  The isolation of the figure, touched by a vertical line, is part of the picture’s 

enigma.  There is an inexplicable tension focused via figure and architectural lines – as if the 

person wills dynamic energy towards him.  Using a very different formal vocabulary, August 

Macke (fig.13, Seated Arab in Landscape) also suggests a synergy between man and 

environment: he plants a single squatting man in profile against a lush setting, the foliage of 

which seems to flick in the same direction as the figure.   

 

 

Weeks’ poised pictorial architecture, often most striking in imagery of Grand Atlas 

Fig. 13. August Macke (1887-1914) 

Seated Arab, Tunis Landscape, 1914 

Watercolour on paper 

Location unknown,  

Public Domain, Wiki.Art online, accessed 1 

November 2018. 

Fig. 14.  Ouriki 

Crayon on paper 

213 x 276 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery  

Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/16/245) 



 

160 

 

territories, evokes enigma and power through an unquantifiable aesthetic emotion.  For 

instance, inanimate objects take centre-stage in Ouriki (fig. 14) while a shaded foreground 

forms a powerful zig-zag across the page.  Beyond it, the eye is drawn to the light ‘yang’ to 

this dark ‘yin’.  Three earthenware vessels are shaped by chevron-like divisions of light and 

dark.  They hold the tension in the image; quite how is difficult to say.  Two urns would not 

have worked; but these three are loaded with presence.  Behind them, triangulations in his 

mark-making chime in with their shapes, as do crisp roofs and other architectural units and 

areas of shade.  Weeks clearly thrilled to both the twiggy, crumbling, variegated detail of this 

environment, as well as its broader potential for overall design.   

Weeks, it seems, as had artists centuries before him, considered a lack of pretension and fussy 

sophistication, along with a proximity to nature, a type of ‘truth’, and in counter-distinction 

found his civilisation, uncivilised.381  Frances Hodgkins, twenty years earlier, complaining of 

‘rich’ urbanites from Amsterdam, uses the word ‘primitive’ in an entirely positive sense: 

…the simple, primitive charm of the place…is fast disappearing & and the rich people 

from Amsterdam …have come along with their ugly villas & hotels & all the other 

sinful outrages of Arcady… Artists do not destroy & build up in sacrilegious fashion 

– this is a terribly hideous & progressive age [and] soon there will be a dead level of 

vulgar smugness over the land & one place will be exactly like another…382 

Weeks, too, deemed the local aesthetic of the Maghreb as superior.  French infrastructure, 

however useful it was for administrative purposes, such as postage and banking, was not.  He 

saw uniqueness being paved to make way for colonial commercial enterprise.  In Algeria’s 

city of Constantine, this French urban spread was perceived as a sad blight on the country’s 

heritage.  Weeks mused, though without Hodgkin’s verve and vitriol: 

It must have been a wonderful old place before the French [started] pulling down a lot 

of the interesting old houses and building modern business premises on the sites.383   

 

 
381. William Rubin and Kirk Varnerdoe, Primitivism in Twentieth Century Art, Volume 2 (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1984) 180. 

‘Even in classical antiquity, Western literature contains laments for lost simplicity and praise for less-sophisticated societies.  In the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries, as exploration led to new contacts with unfamiliar races and societies, Europeans found a new fascination in human 

diversity, and a new awareness of the possible advantages of a life untouched by the conventions of European civilization.’  

382. Linda Gill (ed), Letters of Frances Hodgkins (Auckland: N.Z: Auckland University Press, 1993), 234. 

383 Weeks’ letter to family, from: ‘Royal Hotel’ Tunis – July 16, 1928, RC 2007/8/1/1a, E.H.McCormick Research Library. 
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This love of the ‘old’ and a preference for vague human content are brought together in 

Moroccan Gateway (fig.15, c.1928).  Here there is a perceptual teasing though colour, line, 

empiricism and abstraction.  Weeks delights here in the weathered detail of the architecture in 

Morocco, the peeling surfaces lifting away from walls.  ‘Neglect’ is a variegated feast for the 

eyes.384  The image which takes up a common Orientalist theme of a city entrance, is 

strikingly lavish with colour: rich terracotta, chocolates, sparing apricots and dusky rose, and 

powdery pink-tinged whites to white-whites.  A bright figure in pink-apricot is poised with 

their back to us at the threshold of this eventful façade.  In Gateway we are hit by a patch of 

deep blue; a peek of sky, which though only comprising one corner of the composition, is 

highly resonant.  The picture’s formal ambiguities pivot around the notion of the unfinished 

direct ‘sketch’ in the field despite its obvious calculation.  The grey of the paper at the upper 

left, for example, is left so unadorned that its status vis-à-vis the wall and advancing blue sky 

becomes unclear.  On the one hand, acute observation of eroding texture, light and shade, is 

 
384. For Linda Nochlin, writing through the lens of Said in 1983, Academician Jean-Léon Gérôme’s highly realistic representation of worn 

but gorgeous architecture in his themes like The Snake Charmer carried a loaded message – of Egypt’s ‘idleness and neglect’: ‘…what 

might at first appear to be objectively described architectural fact turns out to be architecture moralisée.  [They]…have let their own cultural 

treasures sink into decay.’  Nochlin, “The Imaginary Orient,” Art in America 71, no.5 (May 1983): 123.   

Fig.15.  Moroccan Gateway, c.1928 

Pastel on paper 

305 x 205 mm 

Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū  
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implied – particularly to the right.  Yet, this attention to the surface simultaneously draws our 

attention to the surrounding areas of flat, geometrical abstraction which are also possible 

rectangular openings.  Weeks exploits contrasts of texture against untextured, rich colour 

against neutral, and the empirical against the ambiguous and abbreviated; these qualities keep 

the subject from tipping into stereotype.  A series of verticals and horizontals strengthen and 

stimulate the composition.  Small red balls upper off-centre, perhaps the decoration on fabric, 

attract the eye up to a wooden post, which rhymes with several other verticals which are 

calmly joined by the stability of horizontal lines throughout.  In this vision of the seemingly 

roughshod and haphazard; of a crumbling gateway domesticated by richly coloured rugs hung 

out to air, there is an underlying balance, order and dynamism.  

 

In another pastel drawing with a similar subject, (fig. 16, Marrakech), the artist works in 

more a reductive manner still.  The nocturnal blank of the page is crucial as foil to colour and 

the frisson of representation against ‘nothing.’  A male figure in rich brown is poised at a 

darkened entrance.  Colourful bunting-like shapes in deep reds, oranges, white greens and 

peach hang directly over him; a white stretch of pastel suggests a blade about to fall.  The 

picture’s brazen colour counterpoints the remoteness of the turned human subject. 

 

 

 

Fig. 16.  Marrakech, 1928 

Pastel and black conte on paper 

240 x 313 mm  

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki  
(RC2010/1/1/26) 
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Demnat or Demnate, a market town, was one of Weeks’ favourite Grand Atlas Mountains 

‘discoveries.’  His drawing above, (fig. 17, Demnat, c.1927) hangs in the balance between 

obvious observation of ‘reality’, conscious ordering of information, and spontaneous 

response.  A pale shrouded figure is aligned with the diagonal movement of the drawing, and 

heads towards the building, away from the viewer.  Yet it is locked into place by the brown 

striations around it.  As in the calculated ink drawing, there is a diagonal thrust to the left via 

a seeming pathway.  A geometrical ‘head’ fringed with wooden thatching presides at the top 

of the building, and another rises up to the right.  The shadow on the architecture has an 

independent animate presence; almost bat-like or concertina-like in shape.  The picture is a 

visual tease and most provocative where the fall of implied shade is then attached at the right 

by an ‘umbilical cord’ of line to the drawn ‘frame’ of the page.  The image is linked to, but 

uncontained by, the page, and the representation eludes rational explanation.  There is a 

surreal sense that the drawing is trying to lift or divorce itself from the page, while still 

holding on.  Demnat is presented in a highly personal way, whereby inanimate things take on 

dynamic power.  If the drawing is evidence of Weeks’ lack of ‘rigorous investigation of 

form’ it is a most compelling absence of rigor.385   

 

A Landscape of Industry 

 

The dye industry of Morocco is not a common theme in Orientalist art.  In this watercolour 

(fig.18, Untitled), cruelly torn in half for re-use of the reverse side, Weeks explored 

 
385. Shand, “Weeks, John,” The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, 558. 

Fig. 17.   Demnat, c.1927 

Crayon 

195 x 283 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki,  

(RC2010/1/16/188)    
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expressive colour and shape and returns to a theme of industrial infrastructure and labour he 

had explored by 1920.  There is no machinery in this ‘industrial landscape’ in which round, 

stained vats feature prominently in the foreground.  The scale of local industry he witnessed 

and drew in Marrakesh contradicts the apparently racist motifs of ‘idleness’ Nochlin cites as 

typical of Orientalist art.  In particular, she positions Gerome’s projection of the ‘East’ as 

‘lazy, slothful and childlike.’386  She observes: ‘we can observe another …striking absence in 

the annals of Orientalist art: the absence of scenes of work and industry…’.387   

 

In Weeks’ image, chunky architecture in the distance is neatly articulated with pen and 

washes of watercolour.  A green door beckons and several bending figures can be seen.  The 

eye is drawn down to the central red.  From there and down diagonally right, it follows a 

moving current of dye vats, awash with soft bleeds of mauve, reds, yellows and soft pinks, 

which are cropped to the right.388  The low vantage-point and cropping into forms conveys 

the impression that dye laps at the margins of the viewer’s space.  This evokes a sense of 

being there, with the artist, and yet the picture holds us at some distance with its broader 

treatment in the foreground; the abstraction that increases as the forms get closer to us.  

Perceptual play occurs; is it watercolour or dye?  There is a sense of controlled experiment, 

and of spillage, which is in keeping with the subject.   

 

 
386. Linda Nochlin, “The Imaginary Orient,” Art in America 71, no.5 (May 1983), 123.  Nochlin’s exhibition review which is clearly 

informed by Said’s theory has had an extraordinary degree of attention in post-colonial art history over the course of several decades.   

387. Nochlin, “The Imaginary Orient,” 123.  

388. John M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 80. 
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In a simpler, more generalised composition in pastel (fig. 19, Marrakech) Weeks amplified 

texture, and ordered the composition through fewer, clearer shapes.  A green door reflects 

upon what appears to be a wide expanse of liquid: the pictorial ingredients no longer correlate 

with the infrastructure of the Marrakesh dye industry, but appear to imaginatively fuse the 

circular forms with other compositions featuring rain pooling in the foreground, rendered in 

variously abstracted ways (fig.20, Untitled).   

 

Fig.18.  Untitled [Dye vats, Marrakesh] 

312 x 228 and 312 x 242 mms 

Watercolour and ink on paper 

RC2010/1/1/133 and RC2010/1/1/121 

Fig.19.  Marrakech 

Pastel on paper 

241 x 317 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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Themes of industry are not typical Orientalist subjects.  Among the other forms of work and 

industry Weeks observed were methods of farming.  Knowing his parents with their farming 

background would appreciate this information, he noted in his letters:  

 

It is rather extraordinary looking at a Morrocain [sic] landscape one would imagine 

they had suddenly been transplanted back to the days of the Bible. They still used the 

same old ploughs a couple of pieces of wood with a [...] stuck on the end of one of the 

pieces.  This man walks behind with a small branch in his hand dressed in exactly the 

same costume as they wore hundreds of years ago.389  

 

The fig and olive trees, goats, mules and donkeys, the apparently quaint methods of farming 

as well as traditional clothes of the local people, all contributed to the Maghreb’s Biblical 

resonances for Weeks, as they had for countless other travellers and artists, including 

Delacroix in the previous century.  MacKenzie argues:  

 

In fact, in looking at Orientalist painting, we require not a theory of ‘Otherness,’ but a 

theory of cross-cultural cross reference...Paradoxically, [the artists] often sought to 

portray not the strikingly different, but the oddly familiar.390    

  

Encounters in the Mountains 

 
Weeks’ sustained interest in the Grand Atlas Mountains in Morocco is rare in Orientalist art.  

They feature monumental topography, stark fortresses, colour mineral-rich hills, terraced 

 
389. Letter from Weeks to Family, Marrakesh Morocco 23 Dec 27, RC 2007/8/1/1a, E.H.McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art 

Gallery. 

390. John M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 55. 

Fig. 20.  Untitled 

Graphite and watercolour 

Measurements not available 

Auckland Art Gallery 

Research Library, 

RC2010/1/150 
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gardens, and simple mud-brick structures.  At least some of Weeks’ reverence for the Atlas 

and respect for his hosts, beyond his enthusiasm for colour, light and vernacular architecture, 

may be due to a larger impulse within his own Anglo-New Zealand culture, that is, the 

positive, quasi-spiritual associations attached to mountain areas and their inhabitants.  

Mountains came to suggest the eternal and lofty, whereas they had once connoted unruly 

‘barbarism’, Keith Thomas argues.391  Weeks’ trip through the Atlas is earlier than the 

famous and fictional city of ‘Shangri-la’ in the novel Lost Horizon (1933) by James Hilton.  

He and Munro, like that book’s protagonist, trekked an arduous route, finding mountainous 

enclaves, seeming refuges from ‘the fret of the world’, as Hilton phrased it.392   

 

Relatively few artists ventured into and represented the Atlas Mountains.  The physical 

difficulties detailed in his letters, suggest why.  Weeks observed, for instance, of the 

mountain region: 

The French are busy building a new road there …[which] probably will be very 

popular …with the Tourists.  We had not the fortune to be able to travel by any other 

means except on foot so consider ourselves somewhat …pioneers in that region.393 

The two artists did not regard themselves as tourists but adventurous, long-term travellers.  

Their trekking and use of rough, cheap lodging, in preference to hotels, apparently baffled the 

French settlers they encountered.  Weeks notes a host, a ‘Mr Pinot’, who, ‘like all the 

Frenchmen here’ was horrified at the idea of us living with the Arabs or Jews and practically 

forced us to stay with him.’  He adds, ‘We did our best to try and be friendly but found him a 

difficult…man to make progress with.’394  Weeks hints at a general dislike of the French in 

Morocco when he is pleasantly surprised by the exception: a French female hotelier who 

kindly assists them.395  A tenuous shared cultural heritage was not nearly enough to overcome 

awkwardness: personality was key.  Weeks was both British, and a New Zealander.  A sense 

 
391. He states of mountain dwellers, ‘[they] ceased to be universally despised for their barbarism; instead they were praised for their 

innocence and simplicity.  The mountains themselves were no longer repugnant, they had become the highest form of natural beauty and a 

reminder of God’s sublimity’.  Keith Thomas, Man and the natural world: changing attitudes in England, 1500 to 1800 (London: Allen 

Lane, 1983), 260. 

392. James Hilton, Lost Horizon (London: MacMillan & Co, 1956, 1st ed.1933), 242. 

393. Letter from Weeks, envelope marked 14 April 28 from Marrakesh, RC 2007/8/1/1a, E.H.McCormick Research Library. 

394. Letter from Weeks, 14 April 1928, RC 2007/8/1/1a, E.H.McCormick Research Library. 
395. He tells his family: ‘[t]he landlords wife proved a brick [,] one of the best Frenchwomen we have met and sympathised with us.’ Weeks 

to family, from Marrakesh, 14 Feb 1928, RC 2007/8/1/1a, E.H.McCormick Research Library, 
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of ‘empire’ occasionally emits from the artist’s letters: ‘I shall be jolly glad to be able to 

purchase British goods again [ - ] never have we realized the truth of the statement …that 

“British goods are the best” so forcibly before.’396  This Devon-born, passport-holder of the 

Dominion of New Zealand, was home-sick, too: ‘I have had a terrible longing …for good old 

N.Z roast mutton and plenty of tomatoe [sic] sauce …’.397 

 

Unlike Mr Pinot and, apparently, ‘all the Frenchmen,’ the artist does not exhibit 

Islamophobia in his letters or paintings; rather, it is the opposite.  Some of his voiced 

disapproval at the colonial and commercial impact on North Africa was with an eye to the 

aesthetic.  Perhaps, quite reasonably, he wished not to concern his family, but also, as with 

many other artists to the region, political strife was of less interest than visual challenges.  

However, Weeks does write feelingly of the effect of French colonisation on the ‘Arab’ men 

he met.  He writes of Moulay Idriss to his sister:  

 

As far as I could see I was the only white man in the place. It is the most sacred town 

in Morocco and up till 1911 or 12 no European had been permitted to enter it.  Some 

French general was the first to enter, can imagine that it was resented very much 

indeed.  I got on fine however with most of the Arabs there and found them an 

awfully decent lot.398 

 

The year he died, Weeks wrote with continued sympathy, aligning the ‘Moors’ with Māori:   

 

We ourselves got on remarkably well with the Arabs.  Always being used to the 

Maoris I naturally treated the Moors in the same way…These poor chaps had never 

apparently been treated in this way.  We had seen the Moors very badly treated indeed 

by the French in several places and it was easy to see that the Moors did not forget 

it.399  

 

 
396. Letter from Weeks to Mary Weeks, from Marrakesh, 23 Dec 1927, RC 2007/8/1/1a, E.H.McCormick Research Library. 

397. Letter from Weeks to Mary, from Fez, n.d [around July] 1927, RC 2007/8/1/1a, E.H.McCormick Research Library. 

398. Letter to Weeks’ family, 13 September 1927, RC 2007/8/1/1a, E.H.McCormick Research Library. 
399. Weeks to Esplin, May 1965, p. 9-11. RC 2001/1, John Weeks papers, letter no 1.358, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art 

Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 



 

169 

 

Weeks was familiar and friendly with Māori, it seems.400  To a contemporary ear, the tone 

and reference to his ‘treatment’ of the indigenous people in New Zealand has a patronising or 

condescending note.  Pākehā ruled Aotearoa in numbers, and in the values and principles of 

law.  This mantle of power; this choice to be friendly and reasonable, is reflected in his use of 

language.  The comparison of Māori with ‘Moors’ in this snippet of his thoughts, is not a 

derogatory conflation of two non-‘white’ peoples, but in fact reveals a parallel in his mind 

between two colonised peoples.401  A genuine interest in this subjugation may have been 

sharpened by awareness of the colonial treatment of Māori.  Weeks, on the whole, admired 

the fortified communities of the Maghreb.  It is possible his own background in the Waikato 

may have been an element in this; the home of his youth had an un-picturesque history of war 

between the government forces and Māori over land ownership.   

Weeks’ observation of the treatment of ‘Arabs’ by the ‘French’ echoes the prejudice Said 

presents in Orientalism.402  Various emotions and sentiments and a range of curious 

interactions appear in Weeks’ letters, and could certainly be subject to further research.  

These disrupt the racial constructs Said assigns to the minds of Occidentals.  The overt 

prejudice that really registers in Weeks’ letters is towards Jewish people; and it is here that a 

sense of presumed inferiority versus assumed superiority burns across the page.  Weeks 

wrote, for instance:  

 

Nearly every town here in Morocco has a Jewish quarter….  We find them true to 

their reputation and why even Christ selected them as a chosen people, has been a 

source of wonder to me and Munro...They do their best to do you every time they get 

half a chance.  This trip is a great experience for judging the character of the different 

races of men and we have learnt quite a lot about both the Arabs, the Jews as men.403 

 

However, had he learned much at this point?  He later does an about-turn, and expresses 

sympathy for a Jewish family in a dispute the pair had inadvertently caused while in Asni.  

 

 
400. It is possible that living in the rural locale of Mangapiko near Te Awamutu for years may have afforded the Weeks family the 

opportunity to form relationships with local Māori families. 

401. ‘White’ is an essentialising term which glosses over the complexities of ethnicity and diverse racial constructs and identities. 

402. There is a lack of clarity about the ethnicity of people they encountered; Weeks was probably unsure.  Morocco was multi-cultural and 

included Arab, Berber, French, Spanish, and Portuguese ethnicities. 

403. Letter to Mary Weeks, Sefrou, 31 July 1927, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 
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[there was] a terrific argument outside…a negro … with the Jew …saying we should 

never have been allowed to enter the Jew quarter to live. … [It] transpires that [the 

‘Sheik’] is half owner of the hotel and [it] was therefore much against his interests to 

have visitors stay anywhere else.  Alas the Arabs hate the Jews and never miss an 

opportunity to pressure them... .404 

 

While Weeks is not generally profound in his observations, enough becomes clear to suggest 

the complexity of relations in Morocco in the late 1920s, and the un-fixed nature of his 

attitudes when absorbing new worlds of behaviour and custom.  The hardy pair found 

themselves a little taken aback and bemused by the service practically foisted on them on a 

number of occasions; perhaps a discreet means of surveillance as well as hospitality. 

Nevertheless, the two men were mostly appreciative.  At one point, a ‘Negro’ man, ‘who 

almost laid claim to them,’ urged them to teach him English, in exchange for 

housekeeping.’405  Weeks was later amazed at the generosity, protectiveness and 

brotherliness in the Atlas Mountain region.  The New Zealand-English man and younger 

Scottish artist found the welcome of many male villagers in no way inferior to their own 

cultural codes of expression, and most suggestively, the opposite.  A man who was entrusted 

with their care wept at their departure, and while Weeks may well have misunderstood this 

emoting and hospitality in Morocco as exceptional, the display was received with wonder not 

dismay.  He recalled: ‘…this amazing old Moorish chief threw his arms around our necks and 

burst into tears.’406    He begged the artists to teach him more about ‘the world’, to be 

brotherly companions, and offered them the prospect of a good living and several wives.407  

Weeks explained of the unidentified man’s thirst for knowledge, ‘…the control of the valley 

took …all his time and he could not get away himself so he preferred the information to be 

brought to him.’408  If Weeks understood his host’s desires accurately, that is, a desire from 

this ‘amazing’ man to learn new things from the travelling artists, a sense of mutually 

beneficial exchange emerges.  In the post-colonial period, the ‘West’ is often construed as 

 
404. He explains, ‘We considered this very hard on the Jews who seemed decent sorts and could well have done with the money we would 

have given them for the room.’ Weeks to family, from Marrakesh, 14 Feb 1928.  

405. This man, Weeks said, ‘…wanted to do almost everything for us, mend our coats and shoes, cook, carry parcels…only to teach him 

…English.  He already spoke French much more fluently than my pal or I.’  John Weeks to Tom Esplin, May 1965, RC 2001/1 John Weeks 

papers, letter no 1.358, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

406. John Weeks to Tom Esplin, May 1965. 

407. John Weeks to Tom Esplin, May 1965. 

408. John Weeks to Tom Esplin, May 1965, p. 11. 



 

171 

 

exploiting the ‘Other’ for their own entertainment or well-being, whether spiritual, creative, 

intellectual or physical.  However, the desire to know more about a foreign culture was not 

confined to the artists; their habitual amiability, as registered in Weeks’ letters home, 

encouraged the watchful, curious people around them to find out more.  

 

In 1947, Weeks had noted the immersive, mind-altering quality of this trip in the Yearbook of 

the Arts in New Zealand:  

  

Lost all track of time – spent in the finish 15 months in Morocco alone, and many 

months in Algeria and Tunisia…Discovered a lot of truth among the primitive 

Berbers inhabiting those territories, which sometimes makes me wonder why I ever 

returned to what we call civilized life.409 

 

His phrase ‘civilised life’ is cynical.  Absence from the Maghreb for two decades, during 

which another World War had taken place, may well have made Weeks’ heart grow even 

fonder when he recalled his time in the mountains to a small readership in New Zealand in 

1947.   

 

‘A Pictorial Architect 

 
Weeks is known for his interest in colour, however hundreds of his drawings from North 

Africa are monochromatic and offer different expressive qualities and sensations from those 

of his pastel and watercolour.  Though we are undistracted by colour in many of them, 

Weeks’ eye in rural Morocco received greens and blood-red-pinks and various warm hues of 

baked mud façades as he set about selecting and cohering visual data and the architectural 

‘bones’ of the country.  Many drawings were of Ourika Valley, a favourite subject of Weeks’ 

and near the useful base of Marrakesh.  

 

 
409. Howard Wadman (ed), “John Weeks,” Yearbook of the Arts, no.3, 1947, 27.  
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Ouriki (fig.21, c.1927) features architecture that echoes European architecture, a castle, even.  

In this drawing, curling shadows are cast by his delicate tree to the left, while Futurist 

diagonal movements of light and line drive through the trees and mud-brick buildings 

beyond.  If this is a motif taken as aide for future compositions, it is hard to imagine that the 

vitality, delicacy, and fanciful verve of his drawing could really have been successfully 

translated.  The subject of a remote fortified village is in sympathy with Lhote’s interests.  

Lhote revered the medieval hill-top village of Mirmande, France, and his students at his 

summer school there famously enshrined the site in their paintings. Weeks produced his own 

‘Mirmandes’ in Morocco, at times using the planar simplifications of Lhote’s lessons, to 

order and construct the landscapes he saw. 

 

Weeks was motivated to produce bold designs.  Months before his death, Weeks related the 

pivotal moment of spotting a tourist poster, before the Moroccan part of their trip, whilst at a 

Thomas Cook agency in Algiers.  Weeks writes with idiosyncratic emphasis: 

 

I had just seen a large coloured Poster of a Valley in Mountains in Morocco … a 

magnificent Block of Fine Architecture of lovely Colour set in the deep shadows of a 

deep gorge.  I was tremendously impressed with the dignity…. I made up my mind 

that I would find out find out where this place was...or other places like it so that I 

should have... splendid material for fine powerful Design and Colour on a Grand 

Scale to develop something from.410  

 

 
410. Letter from Weeks to Tom Esplin, 1965. 

Fig. 21. Ouriki, 1927 

Brown crayon on paper 

214 x 274 mm 

RC 2010/1/16/133 
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While we do not know what poster this was, Weeks’ exact contemporary, Jacques Majorelle 

(1886-1962), worked in the Maghreb for decades.  His tourist posters, such as Le Maroc: (fig. 

23), were contemporaneous with Weeks’ trip.   

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Like Majorelle, Weeks sought the bold, simple forms of desert villages, dilapidated, eroding 

souk-towns, and dignified kasbahs.  This inclination for tall elongated verticals was already 

evident in Weeks’ earlier industrial scenes with chimneys and other tall structures.  A related 

widespread fascination with the American skyscraper, a form so tall it became a point of 

measure of human achievement, was a recurring theme in literature, design, architecture and 

art at the time.   

 

  

 

However, an artwork by curator, artist and illustrator, Miguel Covarrubias, for a Vanity Fair 

cover (fig.23 ,1930), of a woman with divided face and, suggestively, mindscape.  It points to 

the ambivalence of modern thought; the woman seems ‘split’ between the twentieth century 

impulses towards the idyllic escape and the assertive, hard modernity of the city.  British 

artist Wyndham Lewis (1882 – 1957), on the other hand, found parallels of grandeur between 

Morocco and New York:  ‘…the essential similarity of the Kasbah and an important 

Fig. 23. Vanity Fair Cover, 1st August 

1930 

Illustrator: Miguel Covarrubias. 

https://condenaststore.com 

[accessed 9 September 2018] 

Fig. 22. Jacques Majorelle (1886-1962)  

Le Maroc 

Lithograph in colours, 1923,  

990 x 620 mm 

christies.com [accessed 9 September 2018]         

 

 

Image 

redacted. 

 

 

 

 

https://condenaststore.com/
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Manhattan skyscraper.’411  Hot on Weeks’ heels, he praised the Berber kasbah and 

lampooned ‘Arab’ architecture (rather than as Said might expect, its Arab inhabitants) in his 

ironically titled book Journey into Barbary: Travels Across Morocco.412  Lewis states in his 

satirical travelogue: ‘… it is almost, if not quite, fashionably correct to prefer [this] 

monumental beauty …to the tiresome surface elaborations of the Arab-born Hispano-

Mauresque.’413   

 

   

 

Animeter (or Anmiter) too, was the sort of place that inspired many drawings from Weeks, 

and features the sort of monumental fortresses Lewis admired.  A rare surviving watercolour 

and pencil drawing of the site (fig. 24, 1928) includes copious colour and tonal notes.  They 

reflect Weeks’ desire, in this case, to closely replicate rather than invent colour combinations.  

In this almost fairy-tale scene, green snow ball-like trees are off-set by the complementary 

hues of brick-orange describing the valley fortress.  The sky is indicated with a milky wash 

and speckling.  All is in apparent harmony in Animeter; from a distance.  Rich colour and 

simple geometry produce a striking image; one that appeals to romantic imagination, but 

which also reflects the fashionable currency of the stream-lined architecture of the 1920s.   

 
411. Wyndham Lewis (ed. C.J. Fox), Journey into Barbary: Morocco Writings and Drawings (Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1987), 188. 

412. The true ‘barbarians’ of Lewis’ acerbic account, were the foreign, especially European, capitalist opportunists. 

413. Lewis, Journey into Barbary: Morocco Writings and Drawings, 218.  Lewis extolled the virtues of  the mountain casbahs and had 

hoped to publish a separate book on their spartan grandeur: ‘…a match for the most impressive monuments of any civilisation whatever.’ 

Fig. 24, Animeter, 1928 

Watercolour and pencil  

232 x 303 mm 

RC2010/1/1/163 
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Ait Benhaddow, another Grand Atlas site, and now famous, provided Weeks a high viewing 

platform.  Weeks exploits a tempera-based mixture in Ait Benhaddow (fig.25), to evoke matt 

surfaces and luminous effect in an unusual marriage between Fauvist stridency of colour and 

delicate detail of observed realities.  The variegated tonal shifts of peach, ochre and 

mushroom-pink and texture on the towers suggest portions of repair and peeling.414  They 

contrast with the flat brilliance of other areas such as hills to the left top which are willfully 

un-finessed compared with the fine detail of the towers.  Below the fortress, an ‘L’ shaped 

pocket of light within the middle-ground is a striking touch.  A darkened, cropped repoussoir 

is key to the picture’s effect.  This tower, next to the artist’s position up high, evokes a 

feeling of intimacy, as if the viewer also has a partially shielded perspective on a fortified 

community.  For a small but unquantifiable audience in a nation far across the globe, the 

colour, treatment and subject will have been a revelation.   

Echoes of the Front 

Weeks, while in pursuit of the novel and the picturesque, also found the familiar in this 

foreign landscape.  Whether he sought it or not, one of the things the Maghreb activated in 

Weeks was his memory of war.  ‘French’ North Africa at large, had been far from idyllic 

with its history of internal warfare and retributions, the nineteenth-century invasion by 

France, and continuing strife consisting of both colonial repressions and indigenous internal 

politics.  However, there is little mention of this in letters to Weeks’ family.415  His artist 

 
414. A photograph from a private archive indicates this painting has been heavily restored in areas such as the roof-tops to the right. 

415. One of the mentions concerns suggests the internal politics in Morocco as follows: ‘The Sultan of Morocco has just died so I suppose 

there will be some potential moves on now with the French – they tell us down here that the big Caids down in the lower part of Morocco 

Fig.25.  Aït Benhaddou, Morocco 

Tempera on paper, signed,  

290 x 345 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of International Art 

Centre  
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friend Robert (‘Bob’) Johnson wrote to Weeks in 1928 from Australia: ‘Min [Minnie White] 

tells me you have been going back to war conditions to get stuff in the Atlas [Mountains], 

well good luck to you old man…’.416  What might this have meant?  Weeks’ determined 

attitude towards living rough and frugally has a distinct quality of the Bohemian artist about 

it.417  Sleeping in ditches, trekking in all weather for miles: one of the War’s ‘gifts’ to Weeks 

was the ability to live simply.418   Their nature of unstructured life while in the Maghreb 

reminded him of his time during Service; not an altogether positive association.  While in 

Fez, he wrote: 

Have been here about three weeks now and other than it is July we have no idea of the 

date or even the day of the week.  In that respect it is very like it was during the war 

every day being alike to us.419 

 

It was not just the slower pace and immersion of their time in the Maghreb, but the physical 

environment of the Atlas Mountains that triggered memories of the War for the artist.  The 

indigenous method of building structures into the side of mountains may be the ‘war 

conditions’ Johnson referred to, coupled with, perhaps, the hostile reactions the pair could 

sometimes be met with in the more remote areas.  More striking connections to his War 

experience are to be found in the broad similarities in Weeks’ drawings of the Mountain 

communities and defense structures at the Front.  For example, a typically cobbled-together 

medical station along Menin Road (fig.26, Dressing Station) is reminiscent of the structures 

in his Atlas Mountains drawings, for instance, his sketch during winter, intended as material 

for unrealised etchings (fig.27, Femille).   

 

 

 

 
have no time for the Sultan on account it seems of his allowing France to sort of run things over here and from being a protectorate will 

possibly develop into a French colony.’  Letter to family, Marrakesh, 21 November 1927. 

416. Fragment of a letter identified as in the hand of Robert Johnson by Ron Tizard, to ‘Jack’, June 25 1928, RC 2010/1 (Box 1 [1.36] ), 

E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

417. Letter from Weeks to family, ‘Tlemcen’ 21 March 1927, RC 2007/8/1a, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi 

o Tāmaki. 

418. Weeks was also known for his wandering and simple living a few years prior.  Stenberg, who once taught at Duncan of 

Jordanstone College of Art in Dundee, says former Edinburgh College of Art students recalled with amusement:“[Weeks] used to get up 

early every morning, put a lump of cheese in one pocket, put a lump of bread in the other, and go off sketching and that would last him the 

day…’.  Interview with Ron Stenberg, 22 June 2011. 

419. Letter from Weeks to Mary Weeks, Fes-Morocco [July 1927], RC 2007/8/1a, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art 

Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 



 

177 

 

  

 

 

The connections between rough-shod accommodation at the Front and that of their trip is 

reflected in Our Possy: Moulay Yacoub (fig.28, c. July 1927).  Their stay in the natural hot 

spring town of Moulay Yacoub was in a former chicken coop.  Weeks sketched the entrance, 

with tonal striations in graphite to describe what appears to be shade.  ‘Possy’ is slang for 

‘position’ gleaned from World War I as in: ‘A position, esp. if military; a post, trench, site: a 

World War I term.’420  Weeks’ drawings of hill dwellings and other bunker-like infrastructure 

often echo the crude dugouts and military bunkers of World War I (fig. 29).421  Weeks also 

 
420. Eric Partridge, A Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English: Colloquialisms and Catchphrases (Routledge: United Kingdom, 

1984), 1394. 

421. Australian War Memorial Website, ‘Pillbox Fighting in the Ypres Salient,’ accessed 16 March 2016, 

https://www.awm.gov.au/blog/2007/10/22/pillbox-fighting-in-the-ypres-salient/  

Fig. 27.  Femille.  Arab Village at foot 

of Snow Line high up on the Grand 

Atlas, Morocco. Detail study for 

etching’ 

Pencil on paper 

203 x 300 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

 

 
 

Fig.26.  Photographer unknown 

Dressing station on the Menin Road, September 1917. 

Australian War Memorial Museum [AWM E01909] 

https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/E01909 [accessed 

August 10 2018]  
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wrote of the Moroccan hill dwellings in terms of the defensive burrowing modes of the 

Western Front.  A village near Fez, he says: ‘…seems composed of the people living in sort 

of holes and dugouts in the side of the rocks with a few houses of mud built above the 

ground.’ 422  He adds: ‘The whole village more or less turned out to view me [,] the kids 

fleeing in terror and the men with their hooks and pitchforks in their hands.’423  Weeks, a 

sensible man on the whole, retreated, but drew the site from a discreet distance. 

 

 

                 

 

 

 

European presence in North Africa 

Part of the retreat from their own world was enforced by the switch to indigenous clothing.  

Their apparently late adoption of Moroccan clothes, which was widely reported in New 

Zealand’s press and by Melvin Day, was reported to help avoid conflict and attention.424  

They were, it seems, trying to diminish their presence, particularly in remoter parts of 

Morocco.  However, by the end of 1927, their own clothes were also in tatters, and they were 

 
422. Letter from Weeks  to family, Sefrou-Morocco, 31 July 2017, RC 2007/8/1a, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery 

Toi o Tāmaki. 

423. Letter from Weeks, Sefrou-Morocco, 31 July 2017. 
424. Day writes: ‘In the years Weeks was in North Africa it was not the tourist centre it is today and so as to avoid suspicion and 

questioning, Weeks and Munro adopted Arab dress; one pretended he was deaf and the other dumb.  In this way they were able to travel and 

paint in areas then forbidden to infidels.’  See: Melvin Day, “John Weeks: A Distinguished New Zealand Painter,” Asian Pacific Quarterly 

III, no.4 (Spring 1972): 82. 

Fig. 28.  Moulay Yacoub: Our Possy  

Pencil on paper, title inscribed  

160 x 163 mm 

Webb's 

 

Fig.29. New Zealanders’ Dugout  

Otago Witness 17.5.1916 

Source: Otago Daily Times ‘100 years ago’ 

26 May 1916’ 

https://www.odt.co.nz/opinion/100-years-

ago/people/nz-soldiers-now-front-line 
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aware of the negative attention this attracted.425  In October of that year, Weeks described 

himself as ‘an abject tramp.’426  It is not clear exactly when they took up local attire nor to 

what extent this was strategic, practical, or performative.  By about July the following year, 

the artist was photographed sporting Moroccan-style moustache and beard, sandals and 

djellaba.  He enjoyed this clothing during the trip, and not merely for the novelty value or 

perhaps the increased sense of immersion that resulted.  Weeks wrote to his sister in around 

July 1928: 

I am enclosing a couple of small photos that a chap took down in Marrakech of 

myself and wish I could wear Arab costume always instead of our own stupid 

costume.  I have … also a pair of yellow Arab shoes I bought as part of the costume 

afterwards.427 

Weeks would have been cognizant of many others before him donning the attire of the 

‘Orient,’ such as T.E Lawrence and Richard Burton.  In the years after his trip, Weeks gave a 

talk, clothed in some of this clothing.  The sense of masquerade and romantic Orientalist 

topos of a ‘strange’ or mysterious land is evident: 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

You are doubtless surprised to see this apparition before you tonight but as I am 

confining this talk to Northern Africa to Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia, I thought 

perhaps it would help to get away from the prosaic and help us to live as it were for a 

brief space a little in the atmosphere of this strange and romantic land.  …I am 

appearing tonight as nearly as I can to the appearance we presented towards the latter 

part of our stay in Morocco when for a short period we adopted the picturesque garb 

of the local inhabitants.428   

 

 
425. For example, early in their last year of travel, they told a French hotelier, that in addition to budget constraints, ‘...we did not consider 

ourselves in our present state fit to live with the tourists staying in the place on account of the rags we were in[.]’ Letter from Weeks to 

Mary Weeks, Marrakesh, 14 February 1928, RC 2007/8/1a, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

426. Letter from Weeks to family, from Marrakesh, 19 October 1927.  

427. Letter from Weeks to family, Tunis, 16 July 1928.  The yellow leather slippers are stored at the Auckland Art Gallery.  

239. Draft speech notes, John Weeks Archive, RC2007/8/1/9, n.d [c.1930s], E.H.McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o 

Tāmaki. 
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As did many other artists, they saw themselves as true travellers rather than tourists who 

merely sought some of the novel but with the comforts and signposts of the familiar.  Weeks 

and Munro, both at the outset of their journey and towards its end, extensively probed the 

surviving ‘old quarter’ of the much-altered cosmopolitan city of Algiers, mastering the 

convoluted networks of steep, narrow alleys.  Finding picturesque ‘authenticity’ became a 

hungering quest for the two artists which descended from the tradition of the picturesque and 

the travelling European.  There is also no doubt, that Weeks, like a multitude of European 

visitors to this region, felt he had somehow gone back in time.  He states this a number of 

times, such as the surely exaggerated: ‘…we lost all sense of time that we felt almost 

prehistoric.’429  In some sense, this was a regenerative value for him and may have partly 

been due to the freeing nature of the meandering, unstructured life he and Munro fell into 

whilst there; other times, he was bored.  Weeks, listed as Church of England on his army 

record, was struck by archaic biblical resonances in what he saw in this landscape of olive 

trees.  Decades prior, Hodgkins was intrigued by this association, too.430  Their own culture’s 

literary and biblical beliefs provided an inevitable point of comparison.   

 

While Nochlin was primarily focused on nineteenth century French Orientalism, she 

famously wrote: 

 

One absence [in Orientalist art] is the absence of history.  Time stands still in 

Gerome’s painting, as it does in all imagery qualified as “picturesque,” including 

nineteenth century representations of peasants in France itself.  Gerome says that this 

Oriental world is a world without change… untouched by the historical processes that 

were “afflicting” or “improving” but, at any rate, drastically altering Western societies 

at the time.431   

 

She nods to the selective criteria of the picturesque.  The ‘time-less’ quality sought of the 

picturesque is considered politically-loaded in paintings of Islamic culture, and the absence of 

tourist presence, is part of the processes of change she singles out.    

 
429. John Weeks to Tom Esplin, May 1965, RC 2001/1 John Weeks papers, letter no 1.358, p.7, E.H. McCormick Research Library, 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

430. Hodgkins described her visit to North Africa as: ‘like stepping from modern civilisation into the times of the Old Testament. 

Everything is so primitive, and the people are so quaint.’ Cited in William McAloon (ed.), Art at Te Papa (Te Papa Press: Wellington, 

2008), 118. 

431. Linda Nochlin, “The Imaginary Orient,” Art in America 71 (May 1983): 122. 
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Roger Benjamin builds on this view, stating of a streetscape by Matisse: 

 

Neither that Moroccan canvas nor any other describes the situation of the artist by 

including his own image; rather, all works pretend that the painter formulated self-

sufficient pictures as he encountered them.  Thus they…[draw] on the iconographic 

repertoire that constitutes the Orientalist dream.432 

 

Most European visual representation, excepting self-portraiture and autobiographically 

inclined works, avoids the ‘I’; this is therefore no particular deception belonging to 

Orientalist art.433  However, by sketching Our Possy, as noted, Weeks directly acknowledged 

his own presence in Morocco in a diaristic way.  He again breaches the ‘Oriental dream’ in 

the pastel drawing, Alger (fig.30, c.1928), inscribed with the French spelling for the 

metropolitan port city, Algiers.  A figure can be discerned in the ‘shadows’ and before a 

brilliant façade with figures, including children, below.  A sibling drawing at Te Papa reveals 

more of the façade (fig.31, North Africa Series No.3).   

 

  

 

 

 
432. Roger Benjamin, Orientalist aesthetics: art, colonialism, and French North Africa, 1880-1930 (University of California Press; 

Berkeley: Calif, 2003), 171. 

433. Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 103. 

Fig. 30. Alger, c.1928 

Pencil, conte and pastel 

248 x 323 mm 

RC2010/1/1/179 
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The male figure in the dark foreground wears a European hat.  He hunches, presumably over 

a sketchpad.  Weeks puts his silver pencil to elusive use.  On the one hand he suggests a 

traveller alone in the nocturnal enclosure of the page.  On the other, the drawing invites the 

sense of three observers of a brilliant scene; the depicted man, the artist-eye, and we the 

external audience.  Yet, this is precisely the sort of image that could be manipulated to bear 

out the claim that: ‘The Orient is watched…’.434 

 

 

 

Depending on the viewer and the politics through which the scene is viewed; the figure 

Weeks drew could be read to survey or ‘capture’ the figures on paper without their 

permission or knowledge, or could be read as a reticent (but determined) traveller-artist 

keeping a respectful distance from the scene before him.  The image could be a metaphor for 

two foreigners in Algiers and wider connotations of not belonging.  Alger may well represent 

Munro, a projection of Weeks himself, or even the universal artist travelling in foreign lands.  

If it is a projection of the artist himself, the ‘real’ Weeks is at an implied further remove 

alongside us, the viewers.  It is then, a meta-vision of ‘the outsider’ we ourselves experience.   

 

 
434. Said, Orientalism, 103. 

Fig. 31. North Africa series No 3 [Algiers] 

Pastel on paper 

234 x 309 mm  

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 

Fig.32.  H. Matisse by Himself, 1912,  

Pen and ink on paper 

Private collection 

Reproduced in: Roger Benjamin, Orientalist 

aesthetics: art, colonialism, and French North 

Africa, 1880-1930 (University of California 

Press; Berkeley: Calif, 2003), 171. 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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Alger recalls a slightly cartoonish self-portrait by Matisse.  H. Matisse By Himself (fig. 32, 

1912), reproduced by Benjamin, shows the artist in the open with a fully veiled female figure 

standing next to him facing the viewer, and another woman approaching.  The French man is 

inevitably attached to a fraught colonial history with North Africa.  The sketch counters the 

‘Orientalist dream’ that Benjamin indicates prevails in Matisse’s canvases.  The title could be 

construed as ‘Occidental’ arrogance suggesting that viable human presence could only be 

European.  However, the outsider’s possible sense of aloneness may be what Matisse alludes 

to.  Matisse can be watched by the Muslim women, but he cannot participate in the full 

exchange of facial expressions and all that entails.435  Both Weeks’ and Matisse’s sketches 

suggest the ‘European’ as ‘watcher’, as is anyone in a foreign country faced with new sights 

and customs.  However, there are marked connotational differences in the two examples.   

 

      

 

Weeks, in poised fashion, again acknowledges the European presence in Algiers in another 

elusive image (fig. 33, Grand Mosque, Algiers I), this time through built structures.  A 

prominent wooden tripod structure with cord and weights at the base is measured and 

contrasted against the rotund shapes of red tent with triangulated parting, and the white dome 

of Jamaa el Jedid.  The glowing white mosque – a former synagogue with a sensitive history 

 
435. It is the ‘Occident’ that is watched in various accounts of Islamic countries by the fully veiled Muslim woman.  The current debates in 

Australia, France and Britain, among other countries, over the question of the niqab in society at large are related to this consideration of 

‘outsider-ness’, though within non-Muslim nations.  The full head covering can allow a woman considerable viewing privileges ‘out’ onto 

the world.  However, a non-Muslim person accustomed to reading the facial expressions of both sexes as part of communication and notions 

of community, remains on the ‘outer’ in terms of full connection.  It is not an unrelated issue that many urban societies often regard the full 

use of ‘hoodies’ as anti-social and suspect; the garments being associated with secrecy and concealment. 

Fig.33.  Grand Mosque, Algiers I, c.1928 

Pastel on grey paper 

360 x 470 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of International Art Centre 
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– contrasts with the vibrant flickering blue sky and red-orange marquee tent.  What are the 

shadowy, vague figures apparently watching?  What is the wooden erection and the function 

of the bright orange tent with parted curtain, and the relationships between all the forms of 

man-made construction?   

 

A John Leech Gallery show in 1967 included in its un-illustrated catalogue, a work entitled 

Circus comes to Algiers.  A tempera painting (fig. 34, sold as Moroccan Marketplace) 

representing an aerial view of a fairground arrangement may be the ‘circus’ in question.   

Weeks’ initially cryptic theme in pastel, then, emerges as the representation of a fairground, 

including a structure, perhaps a post and base for a further tent.  The interest in architectural 

contrasts as well as corresponding echoes are one value, the cultural difference of function, 

another.   

 

   

 

Said, in an unwittingly sympathetic note, positions the ‘West’ as seeking ‘…a sort of 

surrogate and even underground self’ in the ‘Oriental’ subject.436  This is true of Weeks the 

‘Occidental’ who enjoyed new experiences, achievements and sights in remote parts of North 

Africa, as well as in villages in Scotland, England, France, Corsica and Italy.  Morocco was 

his favourite location, the place he found he could live simply and affordably, dress 

comfortably (fig. 35), and be surrounded by beauty and intriguing sights in a manner 

unbounded by the conventions of his own ‘un-civilised’ society. 

 
436. Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 3.   

Fig. 34.  Moroccan Marketplace, c.1940s 

Tempera on board 

510 x 640 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of International Art Centre 
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MacKenzie observes, ‘the discourse of Orientalism…can modify and therefore surely even 

challenge the West.  Said never follows through the logic of this, that the example of the 

Orient can be the means for a counter-western discourse … .[The] Orient, then, or at least its 

discourse, has the capacity to become …a legitimizing source of resistance to those who 

challenge western conventions…’437 

 

The positive embrace of North Africa by Weeks and Munro counters the hegemonic 

discourse of superiority versus inferiority of Said’s thesis.  Some of the people they 

encountered, as noted, were desirous to learn from them.  Unlike many they stayed with, 

however, the pair were aided by certain freedoms, funds, British passports, and colonial 

administrative channels.  But as MacKenzie observes:  

 

…although developing commercial and political contacts, technical changes and 

relative power balances made the East more accessible; it was not solely or 

specifically imperial rule that drew artists there.  …[T]here was no similar flood to 

other, more directly controlled imperial territories.438   

 

Imperial agenda as a motivation in itself for travelling artists such as Weeks and Munro, is 

not borne out. 

 

----- 

 
437. John M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), 10. 
438. MacKenzie, Orientalism, 54.  

Fig.35. Unknown Photographer 

[John Weeks], c. 1928  

John Weeks Archive, Courtesy of the Hilda 

O’Connor Collection, 

E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland 

Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki  
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Fig. 37, Noritake dish 

Porcelain 

Author’s collection 

 

 

 

 

Applying a wider perspective to visual representation, it can be seen that there are many 

cultures and sub-cultures that are exoticised.  The caravan in the desert on a Burton’s biscuit 

tin (fig. 36), Noritake’s abbreviated design of gondoliers in a Venetian lagoon on porcelain 

(fig.37), and the many motifs of non-industrial English rural idylls, are all emblematic 

placeholders for the ‘real’, messy subject.  James Rebanks, native of a very popular English 

‘idyll’, has, for this reason, written a book on the Lake District.  He states: ‘…if books define 

places…then we needed books by us and about us.’439  Moroccan-born author Laila Lalami, 

raised in Rabat, reached the same conclusion.  She wrote her own account partly to counter 

the texts ‘by white men’ that were standard reading at her school: ‘…surrogate story-tellers 

[who] told a version of Morocco – mysterious, exotic, at once overly sexual and sexually 

repressed – that seemed entirely removed from my experience.’440    

 

The cumulative, recurring tendencies of visual culture are insidious in enforcing or 

confirming values.  When a stereotype dominates the popular imagination when visualising 

other cultures, there is little to stimulate alternative understandings of the complexity and 

heterogeneity of those cultures.  Images and their meanings are also made in different 

contexts, however.  MacKenzie noted at the time of his writing a buoyant auction market for 

academic Orientalist paintings at a time when post-colonial studies had reached fever-pitch: 

‘Middle Eastern buyers appear to find in Orientalist paintings acceptable images of the world 

they have lost…’.441  Orientalism has been put to wide use beyond Said’s constructs of the 

 
439. James Rebanks, The Shepherd’s Life: A Tale of the Lake District (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 2016), xvi.  Rebanks, a shepherd from a 

family who have farmed remnant commons of the District for over six hundred years, notes the romantic stylings about his landscape by 

educators and sympathetic poets such as Wordsworth.  

440. Hadley Freeman, The Guardian, “Review: Interview; Laila Lalami,” 23 March 2019, accessed 10 April 2019, 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/mar/22/laila-lalami. 

441. MacKenzie, Orientalism, 45. 

                                                                             
Fig. 36, Burton’s Biscuit Tin – c.1930s-1950s 
Source: www.ebay.co.uk,  

accessed 10 September 2018. 
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Arab-Other and Western-Occidental model.  In New Zealand art history, those paintings that 

have attracted debate are often figure and portrait paintings based on nineteenth century 

academic models.  Māori subjects by Gottfried Lindauer and Charles Goldie may be 

considered vital links to ancestors.   The late Roger Blackley, scholar and curator, observed: 

‘A collection of Māori portraits by Bohemian-born artist Gottfried Lindauer generated an 

outpouring of emotion among Māori visitors... Māori do have a real sense of ownership of 

this corpus of portraits…especially if they are related.’442  Not all Māori, by any means, will 

feel this way; reception to art is heterogenous.443   

 

As visual representations are bound by limitations that prose and literature are not, we would 

not know but for Weeks’ letters the mental and emotional wear of encounter and negotiation 

with people who were sometimes afraid, hostile, officious, mercenary, inquisitive and 

acquisitive.  Or that others were curious, enquiring, courteous, open, emotionally 

demonstrative, protective and solicitous.  The visual representation of the façade of a building 

or the outlines of a figure, for instance, cannot express an inner life and history.  An English 

watercolour of a ‘romantic’ ruin cannot spell out memories of prisoners languishing in its 

dungeons, or battles, love, loss, and betrayal, nor convey more mundane duties; meals 

cooked, clothes mended, and herbs harvested.  That is the job of words.  Instead ‘the castle’ 

becomes something else; a veiled idea which can generate melancholic but unspecific power.  

Its outward ravages of time and archaic architecture carry literary associations for a pan-

European viewer.  Portraiture, while founded on likeness, has traditionally been a selective 

projection of, for instance, aspiration, education, splendor, status, and beauty, rather than 

traits that resist visual capture, such as a stutter, or father-issues, a fondness for birdsong, or a 

nervous tendency to make jokes.  So, it must be asked, how can a culture, or people, or 

gender really be truthfully represented?  Neither an Orientalist scholar nor an ‘insider’ could 

provide an accurate ‘account’ of the ‘Orient’, as the whole truth of this world is beyond 

accurate representation.  Some have felt that any visual or written account merely scrabbles 

after the truth.  Photographer Garry Winogrand observed: ‘…the world [is] a jumble of 

fragments, [and] the truth… more complex than any account could be.’444   

 
442. The Listener, ‘Did Pākehā painters Goldie and Lindauer exploit their Māori subjects?,’ 8 February 2019, accessed 1 September 2019, 

https://www.noted.co.nz/culture/culture-arts/goldie-lindauer-did-pakeha-painters-exploit-maori  

443. My half-sister is Ngāti Mahuta/Welsh/English.  Aware that Goldie’s sentimental portraits were intended to strike a sentimental chord 

for the ‘dying race’ of Māori, she finds them repugnant.  She concedes their value as historical records.   

444. Peggy Roalf, “Garry Winogrand at the National Gallery,” American Illustration – American Photography, ‘Design Arts Daily’, 14 

February 2014, accessed 1 November 2018, https://www.ai-ap.com/publications/article/9443/garry-winogrand-at-the-national-gallery.html. 

https://www.noted.co.nz/culture/culture-arts/goldie-lindauer-did-pakeha-painters-exploit-maori
https://www.ai-ap.com/publications/article/9443/garry-winogrand-at-the-national-gallery.html
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Weeks placed great personal and aesthetic value on his original representations of North 

Africa, around eighty of which burnt in the Fire at Elam.445  A representation in the ‘field’ 

was worth far more than as mere motif or guide for future re-uses.  For Weeks, these sketches 

were embodiments of his experience.  The evidence of the physical act of hand, eye, brush 

and pencil to paper was capable of re-igniting in the artist the very memory of the act of 

seeing, feeling, and contemplating the Maghreb.   

 

  

 
445. Weeks produced compositions on North African subjects after the trip.  It is not always easy to distinguish which were produced well 

after the trip.  This chapter focuses on the breadth of imagery produced in the Maghreb. 
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Chapter Five 

 

Weeks’ Women: Modernity and Tradition 
 

 

A recurring theme in Weeks’ oeuvre after 1929 is the female figure composition, in 

particular, compositions of nudes.  It was a subject that emerged with his tuition at Lhote’s 

studio in 1926 and early 1929, and which later drew on the life studies classes he taught at 

Elam School of Art.446  The nude genre has not featured prominently in the pages of New 

Zealand art history.447  Relatively few New Zealand twentieth century painters attempted the 

nude figure.  While the nude compositions of Lois White, some of the most assured examples 

in this country, have been re-valuated, as have the sustained explorations of Evelyn Page of 

sun-dappled female bodies, those by Weeks are overdue for consideration.448  His modernity, 

however, does not reside merely in his interest in the abstract values of colour, shape and 

line, or the abstract-materiality of medium, of letting paint be paint.  It is now time that 

Weeks’ nudes were examined in detail within their cultural milieu, within art history, popular 

culture, fashionable notions of femininity, nudity and the naked, and along with close 

consideration of his varied formal vocabularies.  

  

His female nude compositions offer the most direct evidence in his oeuvre of French teacher, 

André Lhote.  As is commonly noted in the literature on the artist, Weeks’ work often 

pointedly explored formal effects of colour, line, tone, and composition.  Suggestions and 

connotations can arise independently of an artist’s intention.  As Linda Nochlin has observed: 

‘…a formal intention does not nullify a signifying result…’.449
  I have also previously noted, 

‘…matters of design and composition cannot and do not overcome content.’450  Weeks, for 

instance, toyed with art historical genres during the course of meditations on formal concerns. 

 

 
446. A former student, Allan Leary, recalled both the outdoor study and life classes taught by Weeks, the latter of which Leary took in 1942.   

See: Ian Thwaites and Rie Fletcher, We Learnt To See (Auckland: Puriri Press, 2004, 313. 

447. Sandra Chesterman remains one of the few New Zealand authors to write on this subject at length.  See: Chesterman, FigureWork: The 

Nude and Life Modelling in New Zealand Art (Dunedin, N.Z.: University of Otago Press, 2002).   

448. See: Nicola Green, By the Waters of Babylon: The Art of A. Lois White (Auckland City Art Gallery: David Bateman, 1993), and  

Janet Paul and Neil Roberts, Evelyn Page: Seven Decades (Robert McDougall Art Gallery: Allen & Unwin, 1986). 

449. Linda Nochlin, Representing Women (New York, N.Y.: Thames and Hudson, 1999), 153. 

450. Kyla Mackenzie, “In Search of Arcadia: The Nude Compositions of John Weeks 1929 - c.1955,” The Journal of New Zealand Art 

History 33 (2012-3): 26. 
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Three Nudes with Black Cat (fig. 1, c.1940), opens this chapter on Weeks’ female subjects.  It 

offers the sort of hybridity evident in a number of his paintings in its unusual mix of 

connotations and formal treatments.  Reds and greens stimulate and unify the composition, 

while black cools down this stimulus.  Round shapes, perhaps indicating ripe fruit, and 

suggestions of foliage nod at nature – as most of his figure compositions do.  However, a 

seeming dais covered in cloth beneath the women troubles this association, and a white towel 

hangs of the leg off a woman.  The familiar European motif of women reclining in a boudoir 

with a cat, is unexpectedly combined with the bather genre, and also suggests the study of 

models in an art school setting.  These figures do not consistently suggest genuine languor, 

neither startled leisure, nor one broad aesthetic ideal of Woman.  Gestural mark-making, 

particularly in the upper section, offsets the static poses and mannered formality of the 

pyramidal arrangement.  ‘Zany’ elements jiggle and jive in the top half of the painting, 

enlivening the work with energy and directness.  At the picture’s centre a dark section 

beneath the top model’s leg seems to advance forward, freeing itself from naturalism.  This 

whimsy of idle, freeform design comes across as a sort of doodling, as if breaking free of the 

infrastructure and fabric-swathed-platform with static poses.  Did Weeks become restless and 

turn to ‘experiment’? 

Fig. 1, Three Nudes with Black Cat, c.1940 

Oil on canvas,  

390 x 400 mm, 

From: Ferner Galleries Catalogue: 

‘Exhibition of Finest New Zealand Art’, 

1991, page 27. 



 

191 

 

The reclining nude who faces away from us echoes the Rokeby Venus (1647-1651) by 

Velasquez.  She extends her hand to the diminutive body of a black cat that also looks away 

from us.  In Christian Europe’s cultural history, the black cat, in particular, has symbolised or 

represented Satan, bestiality and witchcraft.  In pagan culture, however, cats have been 

‘…essentially benevolent symbols of female fertility, sexuality and motherhood…’451  A 

black feline and reclining nude inevitably bring to mind Edouard Manet’s Olympia (1863, 

Musée d'Orsay).  However, a rather more relaxed cat appears in Weeks’ image.  A slangy pun 

may be read from the conjunction of the female and feline.  It does not feel forced, lewd, or 

hackneyed.   

The red curvilinear hair of the central figure, upon a strangely truncated head, is a commonly-

seen device in graphic fashion illustration and art of the 1920s and 1930s.  Red hair has an 

extensive cultural history in itself. 452  The provocative or sensuous woman in Western 

European visual representations was often a redhead.  Red is not just a pleasurable colour to 

use; it carries its own sassy, sensuous, and or fiery overtones as noted again later.  Weeks’ 

almost exact contemporary, Edith Collier, was described, for example, as ‘...a red-headed 

little fire-brand of a woman.’453  Weeks’ reclining nude, however, has a very short black crop 

of hair which chimes in with the black cat she pats; they are unified by this colour and 

perhaps, more.  The nude to the left, has the anonymity and divided face of commercial 

illustration in the 1920s and 1930s.  Her dark bobbed hair is contained by encircling ochre 

paint which extends to her neck and zig-zags above her.  It turns into a flourish; a bar with 

zig-zag contained within it.  The whole effect is reminiscent of a key which ‘locks’ her into 

this painterly, meditative world and suggests an unseen world of energy specific to her.  In 

this way, the female nude figure, a longstanding mainstay of European art history, 

emblematises art and the act of painting.   

The reception of the nude was affected by moral censure during Weeks’ career.  Edith 

Collier’s religious father, who burned numerous works of hers in 1926, took particular 

 
451. Dennis C. Turner and Patrick Bateson (eds), The Domestic Cat: The Biology of its Behavior (England: Cambridge University Press, 

2014), 94. 

452. Terrie Waddell’s essay explores this cultural history in her essay: “The Female/Feline Morph: Myth, Media, Sex and the Bestial” in: 

Cultural Expressions of Evil and Wickedness: Wrath, Sex Crime (Amsterdam; New York Rodopi, 2003): 75-96. 

453. Joanne Drayton, “Edith Collier: Her Life and Work (1885 – 1864)” (Doctoral thesis, University of Canterbury, 1998), 65. 
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offence to her ‘disgoostin’ nude subjects.454  Life modelling was not respected as a vocation 

and was often equated with prostitution.455  The nude, in the hands of Weeks, also smacked 

of the Continent and a long, sometimes lofty European tradition in art, and was removed from 

nationalist currents of thought in New Zealand culture at this time.  However, there were a 

number of female nude specialists, including Weeks’ colleague, White.  Weeks’ 

compositions, compared with White’s, are far more abstracted and compressed with their 

conflation of figure and ground.  The two painters, however, shared certain commonalities in 

approach, such as unifying effects through the decorative and rhythmic, the representation of 

contemporary bathing suits, and shallow Arcadian settings.  Weeks’ surviving paintings of 

female figures, however, often depart from the careful modelling of volume espoused by 

Archibald Fisher at Elam School.  One surviving drawing, however, does not.  A nude study 

(fig.2, c.1930s), perhaps from the life studies class Weeks taught, features fine tonal 

modelling to suggest volume and shadow.  It echoes the stance of Weeks’ red-haired bather 

in the first image discussed.   

 

In contrast to the solid, painted figure, here, pencil delicately describes a lithe woman in a 

nimble pose with staggered, bent knees – a dynamic position often seen in Art Deco design.  

She holds in her stomach and balances one leg on a raised dais, her head and face lowered, 

and arms raised.  Her pose signals the athletic-feminine zeitgeist of the 1920s and 1930s.  

Lithe agility and connotations of freedom and grace went hand in hand with the motif of the 

young, attractive woman in style moderne with its jaunty motifs of nudes, prancing animals 

and nature. 

 
454. Cited in Joanne Drayton’s interview with Jean Stewart in which she recalls her ‘austere, strict’ grandfather enraged by Collier’s nude 

images, in particular. Joanne Drayton, “Edith Collier: Her life and work (1885-1964),” (Doctoral thesis, University of Canterbury, 1998), 

130. 

455. Foster Clark, a former Elam student  in the 1940s, recalled the difficulties procuring models’: ‘No decent women would model (nude).’  

In phone conversation with the author, 1 March 2011. 
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In several of Weeks’ compositions discussed in this chapter, there are contrasts within the 

body language employed.  Most notably, there is a recurring figure-type which exudes the 

performative: the confident ‘modern girl.’  Her swaying, leaning form is at odds with his 

more ponderous, vague, distorted, or geometric nudes.  The resonances of the absentee faces 

are noted in this chapter, along with a brief examination of surviving female faces in his 

oeuvre.  The various readings ahead include discussion of iconography, allegory, feminist 

perspectives, the psychological, and the socio-cultural.  Weeks’ bathers are considered 

against fashion illustration and advertising, and the vogue for sunbathing, both in Europe and 

in New Zealand.  The readings that emerge alongside his decorative-modernist concerns add 

up to an intriguing hum. 

 

‘A Portrait of a Woman’ 

The extent to which Weeks pursued portraiture will never be known but it seems it was not a 

major part of his oeuvre.  However, it is helpful before discussing his figure compositions, to 

note two of Weeks’ surviving paintings of single subjects in their social and art historical 

context.  These ‘set the scene’ and return a few fragments of ‘face’ to the understanding of 

his female subject matter.  The first is an untitled portrait of a mature woman with striking 

red, cropped hair (fig.3, c.1930s).  Its sense of close observation contrasts with the freer 

portions of the clothes and background.  The sitter has luminous, un-weathered skin, slight 

double-chin, faintly flushed cheeks and a shadow under her closest hazel-coloured eye.  

Bloom coats and veils some of the surface.  A dark under-layer of paint acts as a foil for the 

red pigment that describes her shingle-cut hair; but perhaps it was the original hair colour 

selected. 

Fig. 2. Untitled [Nude Study], c.1930s 

Pencil on paper 

380 x 290 mm 

John Weeks Archive  

[RC2010/1/12/18] 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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The popular notion of the 1920s flapper was founded on rebellious female youth.  Weeks’ 

female subject, however, is no youth.  Though she is a seemingly docile subject, her hair is a 

rebellious performance.  In 1923, The Ladies Mirror smirked: ‘[a]n ancient Flapper is a 

pitiable thing, and even in New Zealand we have them.  She is…single, and over the age of 

twenty-six.’456  

 

 

 

A younger woman in another battered, unlocated painting sports a fashionable hair-cut.  Both 

formally and in content, Portrait of a Young Woman (fig.4, c.1926) contrasts markedly with 

the previous painting by Weeks.  The modernity of the picture lies not merely with its 

abstract values, however.  Rectangular patches of colour chime in with the brusque ‘Buster’ 

 
456. “On New Zealand Flappers,” Ladies’ Mirror 1, no. 12, 1 June 1923. 

Fig.4.  Portrait of a Young Woman, c.1926 

Oil on canvas 

410 x 300 mm 

Location unknown 

Image source: Webb’s 

Fig.3. Untitled [Portrait of a Woman], c.1930s 

Auckland Art Gallery Research Collection,  

Peter O’Connor Estate 

Measurements not available (uncatalogued) 
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haircut of the woman, and reds unify the composition, as seen upon her person and in the 

background.457  Red carries various connotations of authority, danger, and passion; though 

her impassivity somewhat nullifies these associations.  The woman’s rousingly-red lips are 

set in a delicate, dainty pout; red lips were the confident beacon of the modern woman.  Red 

pigment is dry brushed to suggested flushed skin, as if the dusting of blusher upon primed 

skin.  Tamar Garb writes of the early years of the twentieth century: ‘In the female portrait, 

the efforts of make-up and the work of painting came together in the manifestation of the 

feminine.’458  Weeks’ female subject seems emblematic of a ‘modern girl’ rather than a 

portrait of a specific person.  Her eyes may reflect an element of what has been ‘cautiously’ 

described as a trend towards an aesthetic of ‘asianisation’ in abstracted representation of 

women during the 1920s and 1930s.459  Weeks’ model, with opaque expression, has a 

mixture of abbreviated and naturalistic facial features; her face is not quite mask-like; not 

quite doll or mannequin-like, but something similar.460  A photograph of Lhote reveals a 

mask of the Puni on the wall (fig.6, 1925) which suggests another possible influence.461  The 

sitter in Lhote’s Woman with a Fan (fig.5.1923) shares facial similarities with white Punu 

tribal masks of Gabon, central Africa (fig.7).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
457. Bars of colour are similarly used in Vanessa Bell’s sardonic portrait, Mrs St John Hutchinson (1915, Tate Gallery).    

458. Tamar Garb, The Painted Face: Portraits of women in France, 1814-1914 (New Haven:Yale University Press, 2007), 9. 

459. The editors of The Modern Girl Around the World: Consumption, Modernity, and Globalization, state: ‘Some of these images, for 

example in the U.S and German presses and in the Indian and South African presses that catered to white colonial populations, presented 

Modern Girls with stylized, possibly “East Asian” eyes.  Our group has hotly debated these “Asianized” images….Uta Poiger describes 

what she calls the “cosmopolitan aesthetic” that characterizes imagery combining a range of racial markers, including blonde hair, brown 

skin, and stylized eyes…’. “The Modern Girl as Heuristic Device: Collaboration, Connective Comparison, Multidirectional Citation,”  In: 

Weinbaum, Alys Eve, et al, eds., The modern girl around the world: consumption, modernity, and globalization (Durham: Duke University 

Press, 2008), 15. 
460. Her schematic eyes are reminiscent of Man Ray’s fashionable model and elegant African sculpture in his influential photograph Kiki 

with African Mask of 1926.   

461. These white masks were worn during male initiation rites in parts of Gabon, and represented female spirits and ideal female beauty. 

See: “In Pursuit of Beauty: The Myron Kunin Collection of African Art,” Sotheby’s New York Sale 14 November 2014, accessed 1 April 

2018, http://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/2014/myron-kunin-collection-african-art-n09225/lot.85.html 

http://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/2014/myron-kunin-collection-african-art-n09225/lot.85.html
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Fig. 7. Artisan unknown 

Mask, Punu, Gabon, Late 19th -Early 20th Century, 

Tambaran 

Artsy.com, ‘Everything You Need to Know about the Market 

for Tribal Art in Seven Numbers,’ 16 November 2016. 

Fig.5. Andre Lhote (1885-1962) 

Woman with a Fan, 1923 

550 x 380 mm 

Location unknown 

Artnet.com 

Fig. 6. Edmond Boissonnet (1906 - 

1995) 

Andre Lhote in his Studio, 1925 

Wikimedia Commons,  

Max Boissonnet, CC BY-SA 3.0 

<https://creativecommons.org/ 

licenses/by-sa/3.0>, via Wikimedia 

Commons, accessed 1 January 

2017]  

https://www.artsy.net/artwork/unknown-artist-mask-punu-gabon
https://www.artsy.net/tambaran
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Académie André Lhote 

 

In early 1926, Weeks embarked on tuition at the Académie Montparnasse, Paris.462  Of the 

move from Edinburgh, he wrote, seemingly of the culture at large: ‘…I landed in Paris and 

found things … much [easier to] understand in a way.  Call a spade a spade and not a shovel 

for a start.’463  He also noted, and this may help explain the attraction of France in this period 

for other international students, that the franc was definitely in his favour.464  There is little 

reportage on how Weeks progressed initially at the Académie, or during his second period of 

tuition in early 1929 after long stints of immersion in closely empirical modes of 

representation in North Africa, France, Corsica and Italy.  Of his return to study in early 

1929, however, he declared: ‘…the change back to Cubism …filled me with a certain 

excitement.’465  He also recalled to Tom Esplin his first impression of the art school: ‘[Lhote] 

had a very large and very mixed class of nationalities of almost every known description, 

some of which looked very intense… .’466  He also notes, ‘…a fair number of women were in 

his classes and seemed to be enjoying the experience very much.’467 

 

Their teacher, an almost exact contemporary of Weeks, had explored Fauvism and Cubism by 

1910.  Lhote had become a leading proponent of the Parisian ‘call to order’ and joined the 

Section d’Or or the ‘Puteaux Group’ (1912-14).468  This idealistic discourse in Paris emerged 

before World War One, and took up impetus afterwards.  It would manifest differently in a 

range of oeuvres, but included a ‘…desire to rehabilitate [French] national cultural 

values’…a rehabilitation of the value of tradition over innovation, of continuity over 

 
462. His exact date of  arrival to Paris is unclear but appears to have been in 1925.  His Retrospective catalogue indicates Weeks left 

Edinburgh for Paris that year, but his documents and activities for that year are scant.  He appears to have attended the 1925 Exposition 

International des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes.  Sighted (undated) scrawled drawings of deco-style furniture appear in his 

uncatalogued ephemera.  

463. John Weeks to Tom Esplin, May 1965, RC 2001/1 John Weeks papers, letter no 1.358, (Original copy from the Esplin papers, Hocken 

Library), E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

464. He states: ‘…[the]exchange of the franc [compared] to the English equivalent made France a marvellous place to be for several years 

from 1924…. I can assure [you] we made the best use of this most golden opportunity.’ Weeks to Esplin, 1965, 3.   

465. Weeks to Esplin, 1965, 14. 

466. He also indicates his accommodation and general activities: ‘I got fixed up in a nice little pub not far from Le Pont Neuf…over the 

Seine which was exceedingly central to get …to all sorts of art schools – galleries…’ Weeks to Esplin, 1965, 3. 

467. Weeks to Esplin, 1965, 3. 

468. Members met in the Parisian suburb of Puteaux, and included Duchamp, Gleizes, de la Fresnaye, Le Fauconnier, Léger, and Metzinger.  

See: David Cottington, Cubism and Its Histories (Manchester University Press: Manchester, New York, 2004), 257.  



 

198 

 

rupture…’.469  Modern art in this light was to form a continuum from the works of the Old 

Masters, and often included classical schema and mathematical, compositional formulae.  

After many years of teaching, art criticism and theoretical writing, the artist established the 

Académie André Lhote in 1922.  Lhote taught the students how to construct multiple and 

single figure compositions, still life and landscape subjects.  The students were shown 

compositions by both historic and modern artists, including Cézanne, early Cubist works of 

Picasso and Braque and Ingres, Poussin, Raphael and Tintoretto.  

 

The study and arrangement of the figure was an important subject at Lhote’s school.  This 

class was often centred on the female nude.  The classical tradition of nymphs, bathers and 

goddesses was revivified in the widespread neo-classicist revival after World War I, a 

tradition challenged by earlier artists such as Courbet and Manet with their anti-classical, 

contemporary bathers.  Artists who took up the theme included: Cézanne, Picasso, Braque, 

Leger, Delaunay, Derain, Metzinger and Lhote.  In Lhote’s classes, the narrative and 

psychological values of classical subjects were secondary to the engineering of composition, 

colour, and line.  The recollections of contemporaneous Australian students, Grace Crowley, 

Anne Dangar and Dorrit Black, are helpful in shedding light on the figure composition 

classes.  Crowley reported:  

 

For the first time I heard about dynamic symmetry and the Section d’Or – that it was 

necessary to make a PLAN for a painting of many figures as an architect does for a 

building and THEN construct your personages upon it.470 

 

These studies were used in the construction of compositions, as had been done for centuries, 

but with a geometricised, reductive formal vocabulary.  Black, who left the class in Weeks’ 

final year in Paris, reported that:  

 

Lhote comes in one day in the week to pose the model and one day to criticise or 

“correct” …. He judges the work from the standards of rhythm, balance, proportion 

and life, and …form, tone, and colour.’471   

 

 
469. Catherine Bock-Weiss, Matisse: Modernist Against the Grain (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009), 102-3.   

470. Elena Taylor, Grace Crowley: Being Modern (National Gallery of Australia, 2006), 16-7. 

471. Cited in: Tracey Lock-Weir, Dorrit Black: Unseen Forces: 1891-1951 (Art Gallery of South Australia: Adelaide, 2014), 36.  
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He taught: 

 

…the principle that all great art was based on the mathematical ratios of the Golden 

Section: whether ancient, primitive, Asian, Western, or more recent.  He offered his 

students an emotionally detached method of composing their works according to this 

rule… 472  

 

Lhote’s own pictorial approaches ranged from the more naturalistic and ‘fleshy’ to the 

schematic and geometricised.  His large design, Les Baigneuses à Thonon (fig. 8, 1935) 

features, at the far right, a similar, but less stodgy pose to that of Weeks’ surviving study of a 

seated nude holding her ankle (fig.9, c.1929).  The latter study is partially described with 

planar areas of light and shade as seen in the treatment of the arm and hand.  Her resting hand 

is finger-less and geometricised.  The woman emits a quality of lethargy or boredom, has 

darkened sockets for eyes and a sullen area of darkness for a mouth.   

 

Male artists and patrons determining European visual traditions have often insisted upon 

representations of females that fit a classical type: nudes of ‘real’ women such as by 

Rembrandt, seem notable in contrast.473  The term nude in this study is used not without 

reserve.  Kenneth Clark famously declared that the nude had a positive connotation borne of 

classical tradition and lofty narrative.  The nude was the ideal: a  ‘…a balanced, prosperous, 

and confident body: the body re-formed,’ and distinguished from the non-idealised ‘huddled, 

defenceless body.’ 474   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
472. Tracey Lock-Weir, Unseen Forces: Dorrit Black, 36. 

473. In modern art, this classicism was upended, from the unflinching representations of brothel life by Degas, to Otto Dix’s grotesque 

prostitutes, and to Egon Schiele’s sinewy, contorted, naked men and women.   

474. Kenneth Clark, The Nude: A Study in Ideal Form, Bollingen Series, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1956), 3. 
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Fig.9. Untitled [Seated Nude], c.1929 

Oil on board 

406 x 290 mm 

RC2010/1/6/9 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

 
 

 

 

Fig. 8. André Lhote (1885-1962)  

Les Baigneauses à Thonon, 1935 

Oil on paper mounted on canvas 

1275 x 3105 mm 

Sotheby’s Impressionist & Modern Art Day Sale, 15 May 20180 

www.sothebys.com [accessed 1 December 2018] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image redacted. 

 

 

 

http://www.sothebys.com/
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The Multiple Female Figure Composition: 

Subject as mere Formality? 
 
 

 
 

 
 
                      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Weeks’ multiple figure compositions, discussed next often recall the 1920s through hair and 

attitude.  They rarely include facial features, except in his drawings such as a working study 

(fig. 10, n.d) after Lhote’s The Judgment of Paris (fig.11, 1912).  This gives further concrete 

evidence of the impact the French teacher had on Weeks’ nude figure compositions.  Many of 

Weeks’ recurring arrangements, such as Te Papa’s Composition of Figures, discussed later, 

echo the exhibitionism inherent to the subject of The Judgment of Paris.  In Lhote’s The 

Judgment of Paris, the Trojan warrior, who could be construed as African, considers and 

selects from three muscular women with differentiated skin colours.  Lhote employed African 

models who were often posed as sailors and musicians.475  Weeks also produced a number of 

 
475. The French term negrophilia which described Europe’s keen interest in ‘black’ cultures, or imagined ‘black’ cultures, has bearing on 

this aspect of Lhote’s studio practice.  The presence of African American and African workers in France reverberated throughout the arts 

and culture, particularly in the 1920s.  The late Patrine Archer Straw examined the phenomenon which carried fashionable, modern 

Fig.11. Andre Lhote (1885-1962). 

The Judgment of Paris, 1912 

Oil on canvas 

1800 x 1800 mm 

Museum of Valence 

http://www.museedevalence.fr 

[accessed 1 September 2018] 

 

Fig.10. Study after Lhote’s The Judgment of Paris, n.d. 

456 x 460 mm 

Charcoal, graphite and watercolour 

Auckland Art Gallery Research Collection  

[Un-catalogued] 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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figure compositions, addressed in this chapter, in which varying skin colours operate as 

decorative-abstract device and a sign of modernity, while also offering more open-ended 

readings of a socio-cultural nature.   

 

 

 

 

 

Grace Crowley’s painting Sailors and Models (fig. 12, 1928, NGA) helps to contextualise the 

themes and models used at Lhote’s studio.  In her composition, two red-haired female nudes 

are subsumed into an arrangement that signals them as impassive prostitutes in wait for 

selection by surveying sailors.476  Crowley uses blocks of soft, tonally sympathetic colour 

rather like irregular shaped bricks with detail drawn on top.  Weeks would construct more 

abstracted compositions in c.1950, also in coloured ‘bricks’, as in his pencil design 

containing Moroccan motifs (fig.13, c.1929).   

 

 
connotations.  See: Patrine Archer-Straw, Negrophilia: Avant-Garde Paris and Black Culture in the 1920s (New York, N.Y.:Thames & 

Hudson, 2000).
 

476. Grace Crowley recalled: ‘…a nude model...[was posed] in the morning: a sailor in the afternoon, or two sailors, and at the end of the 

fortnight we were to produce a composition from these drawings.’  See: Tracey Lock-Weir, Dorrit Black: Unseen forces (Adelaide: Art 

Gallery of South Australia, 2014), 40. 

Fig.12. Grace Crowley 

Sailors and models, c. 1928 

Oil on canvas 

546 x 816 mm 

Collection of the National Gallery of Australia  

Gift of Grace Buckley in memory of Grace Crowley 

1980 

N.G.A 80.1334 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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Weeks would reverse the pose of Crowley’s reclining nude in his briefer, more 

angulated, Study for Composition (fig.14, c.1929).  While no painted version of 

Weeks’ drawing after Lhote’s Judgment of Paris has emerged, Weeks’ lone Parisian 

Study for Composition acts as the point of genesis of his three and four figure nude 

compositions.477  Many of the figures here, are combined in various ways in several 

related compositions which tend to be constrained by geometric organisation. Melvin 

Day addressed Weeks’ interest in the Golden Section and other compositional 

formulae and their use with a geometricised vocabulary under Lhote.478  However, 

like most trained artists, this former student of Canterbury School of Art had an 

existing understanding of the Golden Section as a compositional guide; Lhote’s role 

and emphases where formulae are concerned are important but should not be 

overstated.479 

 

 
477. Study for Composition featured at the artist’s Retrospective in 1955, with the biographical note: ‘…painted at André Lhote's Academy’.  

John Weeks, Auckland Art Gallery; Auckland Society of Arts, 1955, np. 

478. ‘The question must be posed: where did John Weeks learn about proportional division and the Golden Section?  It is possible that he 

learnt something about such matters before he left New Zealand, or later, when he was a student in Edinburgh.  It seems more likely that his 

interest in this was awakened when he was a student in Paris…’’.  Melvin Day, The Works of John Weeks in the National Collection, n.p. 

479 . The pictorial architecture of Weeks’ Landscape with Rising Moon, for instance, roughly meets the requirements of the Section d’Or.  

This was widespread in teaching of landscape construction.  Former curator Neil Roberts states: ‘…the Golden Mean was a strong 

compositional tenet at [Canterbury School of Art].... I remember Bill Sutton, who then took life drawing…, talking a lot about the Golden 

Fig. 13, Moroccan Composition, c.1929  

Tinakori Gallery Exhibition Flyer (2001)  

Measurements and location unknown, 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 

Library  

John Weeks Exhibition File  
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Subject to geometrical emphases, Weeks’ faceless women lean together in strange, 

diagonal unison.  They are simplified, partly through geometricising means, and 

arranged in stiff formations.  Sky, trees, stone bridge and implied earth crowd the 

composition.  Depth is denied.  The brown space under the bridge almost bulges 

against the nude with blonde hair.  Using, at times, striated brushwork, Weeks 

employs blushing pinks, creamy whites, browns, greens, and a section of mauve-

blue. 480  Regardless of his colour relationships which tend toward pretty, and a 

programme under Lhote which stressed the elements of classical composition, Study 

is not a harmonious ‘symphony’, and is more intriguing for it.  His schema is 

emotionally distancing, and his angles harsh.  In Study for Composition, as in other 

figure compositions, Weeks omits facial detail.  This tendency was later queried by 

artist, librarian and civil servant Janet Paul during a studio visit.  The artist 

responded: ‘…everyone knows that a head has features.  They are only necessary in 

 
Mean.  He, of course, had been a student of Nicoll…Weeks would have been aware of the Golden Section in his early training.’  Email from 

Roberts to the author, 7 November 2016.   

480. Greens, browns, ochres and soft mushroom to red-ochre-pinks also dominate the class works of Dorrit Black, Grace Crowley and Anne 

Dangar.   

 

Fig.14. Study for Composition, c.1929 

Oil on canvas 

495 x 597 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki  
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a portrait.’481  Despite this remoteness and abstraction, gesture, bodily connotation, 

and hair style alert us to fashion, art history, and to issues around femininity and 

modernity.  Weeks’ faceless bathers are disquieting, somewhat reminiscent of de 

Chirico’s mannequin-like heads, for example in his study, Poet and his Muse (fig.15, 

1925).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Weeks’ prone nude with her back to the viewer echoes the nude of Velasquez’s memorable 

Venus at her Toilet (1647–51, National Gallery, London).  She has a head like a nub of wood 

shaved with a blade.  Her shorn hair is synonymous with the modern woman, and a much 

brusquer cut than that seen in Lhote’s representations of bathers (fig.16, Les Baigneuses).  

Weeks’ abbreviations and surrendering of bodily form to compositional strictures, as with 

Cézanne’s and other modern representations of the nude, often compromise the tradition of 

grace associated with the genre.  There is no unified ideal of womankind in Weeks’ vision; 

the svelte reclining nude consistent with ideals of beauty in the 1920s contrasts with the 

 
481. ‘John Weeks – Research papers’, Notes made by civil servant Janet Paul after visiting John Weeks’ studio c.1951 (catalogued as 1971), 

Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, MS-Papers-5640-055. 

Fig. 16.  André Lhote (1885-1962) 

Les Baigneuses 

Crayon on paper 

140 x 200 mm 

http://www.ader-paris.fr  

[accessed 10 October 18] 

Fig. 15. Giorgio de Chirico (1888-1978) 

The Poet and His Muse, 1925 

Oil and tempera on canvas 

911 x 737 mm 

Philadelphia Museum of Art 

 

 

 

Image redacted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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weightier nudes who have few of the curves traditionally associated with femininity.  Stiff 

poses and ‘crude’ figures such as those seated nudes in Weeks’ Study for Composition 

counter classical notions of graceful beauty which still prevail in much of Lhotes’ oeuvre.  

Weeks, like Cézanne, employs both male and female bodies which were inconsistently 

‘elegant’, in contrast to the uniformly lithe female figures of New Zealand nude specialist, 

Lois White.  Yet, in his nude figure compositions at large, as here, there are hints of 

sensuality and languor that owe something to Lhote who tended to represent the nude woman 

as sensual.  The nude to the left with long hair, faintly gestures towards, or cups her right 

breast.  The attitude derives from the ‘modest’, but often titillating Venus pudica, as in the 

famous Capitoline Venus, the bathing Aphrodite ineffectually shielding her genitals, but 

drawing attention to them in the process.482  Lhote employs this classical reference in his 

rhythmic compositions of lively bathers in attitudes of apparent surprise.  The jutting shapes 

that suggest rocks in this scene are taken up by Weeks in several of his Arcadian bathing 

subjects.  Weeks’ working composition pares back its pictorial ingredients as does Picasso’s 

more muscular Paysage aux deux figures (fig.17) in which two figures are almost subsumed 

by a simple, shallow landscape.  Weeks’ nudes, however, fill the frame. 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Study for a Composition, green and pink provide key notes.  These complementary colours 

enhance one another, but they do not reverberate loudly due to their tonality and the presence 

of more neutral creams and brown-greys.  There is not, in any of Lhote's work, the carefully 

calibrated tonal gradations of Weeks which were well developed by 1926.  His colleague 

Lois White, remembered that he was most interested in colour and tonal values (she does not 

mention composition), and this is consistent with other reports:  

 

 
482. Nigel Spivey, Greek Sculpture (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 2013), 213. 

Fig.17.  Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) 

Paysage aux deux figures, 1908 

Oil on canvas 

600 x 703 mm 

Musée Picasso, Paris [MP28] 

Image source, accessed 1 December 2016, 

https://www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/ 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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In [Weeks’] mind an emphasis was always put on the result of opposing warm and 

cool colours, light and dark tones - and the intermediate tones as well of course. What 

he was most interested in was achieving beautiful colour harmonies.483  

 

White felt Weeks’ agenda of ‘beautiful colour harmonies’ was draconian and anti-

expression.484  Melvin Day, more positively, referred to Weeks’ ‘relating of colours and tones 

so that a symphony emerged.’485 

 

  

 

Weeks was already attuned to colour values and their ability to amplify one another, well 

before he reached Paris.  This interest in a limited, unified palette, strong design values and 

emphasis on the picture plane, is evident in the early, imaginary pastoral scene The 

Cornfields (fig. 18, 1919) with its pervasive pink to madder tones flickering against soft 

greens.  This design is somewhat Neo-Impressionist, with its tidy, decorative scheme, and 

theme of a non-industrial idyll.  While Weeks’ formal vocabulary expanded under Lhote, the 

teacher’s instruction on Post-Impressionism and decorative landscapes and the notion of 

nature as a ‘dictionary’ with interchangeable parts, was familiar to Weeks.486  Colour theory 

in Lhote’s class must have been intensely interesting, too.  The American student Emlen 

Etting was likely Weeks’ classmate in 1929.  He writes: 

 

The days Lhote devoted to color were especially rewarding, as he explained how the 

 
483. Ross Fraser, “A Conversation with Lois White,” Art New Zealand, no.18, Summer 1981, 36-41, 38.   

484. Fraser, “A Conversation with Lois White,” 38.  Fraser muses: ‘Your compositions often have a tendency toward the decorative ...White 

exclaims: ‘I can't stop that! That's something that's built into me…!.’ 

485. Melvin Day, The works of John Weeks in the national collection (Wellington: National Art Gallery, 1970), 15. 

486. Roger Benjamin quotes the artist Simon Bussy, friend of Matisse: ‘I draw from nature the elements necessary to my composition, I 

reassemble them, I simplify them…I transform and twist them until they are fixed in my thinking.  I am not particularly concerned to render 

effects of light and atmosphere…’. “The Decorative Landscape, Fauvism, and the Arabesque,” The Art Bulletin 75, no.2 (June 1993): 297. 

Fig.18.  The Cornfields, c.1919 

oil on jute canvas 

838 x 863 mm sight size 

Dunedin Public Art Gallery.  
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Impressionists had discovered breaking tones up into complementary or hot and cold 

vibrations to create new atmospheric dimensions.  They achieved this with pointillism 

as seen in Monet and Seurat, or with small swathes as seen in Cézanne.487 

The teacher was reportedly impressed by Weeks.  Day states:  

 

Lhote and Weeks worked well together and Weeks was delighted to receive his 

tutor’s commendation for “his sense of organisation in composition and intelligent use 

of colour.”488 

 

Weeks writes of a Russian class mate, who was: ‘…very keen for me to give him some 

information about the use of colour.  He suggested that we do a job together and that I should 

take over all the problems of colour.’  He adds: ‘I have had several offers from…painters 

…asking me if I would combine with them in this way.’489  Assumptions of one-way 

transmission of ideas from the ‘centre’ to the ‘provinces’ are complicated by these 

accounts.490  As this study makes clear, Weeks’ oeuvre-proper did not begin in Paris through 

a full encounter with modern art; rather, his existing preoccupations and abilities were 

brought to bear on new information and methods.   

 

Study for Composition is the only composition the artist indicated as having painted in Paris.  

However, a glowing gouache, Group of Five Nudes (fig.19, c.1929), which could date to the 

1940s, just as easily fits a description of his figure compositions of around 1930.  In 1932, the 

historian John Cawte Beaglehole visited John Weeks at Northcote.  He enthused over the 

artist’s: ‘flat pattern stuff…[s]tunner still-lives & N.Z. landscapes & figure designs.  I was 

wildly excited.’491  Group of Five Nudes is both ‘flat pattern’ and ‘figure design.’  Weeks’ 

rare, crisper figure arrangements on paper such as Group of Five Nudes are unified by flat, 

 
487. Emlenn Etting and Marina Pacini, “Studio in Paris,” Archives of American Art Journal 28, no.3 (1988): 28. 

488. Melvin Day, The works of John Weeks in the national collection (Wellington: National Art Gallery, 1970), 81. 

489. John Weeks to Tom Esplin, May 1965, RC 2001/1 John Weeks papers, letter no 1.358, (Original copy from the Esplin papers, Hocken 

Library), E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki, 4. 

490. Rex Butler and Geoffrey Batchen are among the more recent scholars who contest Terry Smith’s influential argument ‘one-way’ spread 

of modernism ‘transmitted’ from the ‘centres’ to the ‘provinces.’  Terry Smith, “The Provincialism Problem,”Artforum 13, no.1 (1974); 

Geoffrey Batchen, “Local Modernisms,” World Art 4, no.2 (2014): 7-15; Rex Butler, “Against provincialism: Australian-American 

connections 1900 – 2000,” Journal of Australian Studies 36, no.3 (September 2012): 291-307. 

491. T. H. Beaglehole, A Life of J.C. Beaglehole: New Zealand Scholar (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2006), 185. 
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saturated colour and cleaner outlines – more so than in his surviving paintings on this theme.  

A taut decorative unity is maintained in the geometrical Group of Five Nudes.  Five seated 

and standing women set up a circular rhythm.  A brick wall underneath the long arm of the 

brown figure to the right reinforces a sense of shallowness.  The geometric-abstract 

background gives way to organic shapes at the top left corner, suggestive of cloud or sky; 

these are hints that the bather is near a lake or river.  The nude to the left has a blank face 

divided into a lighter and darker brown, in the manner of style moderne graphic advertising 

(fig.20, Vanity Fair, June 1931).  Weeks, trained in the commercial arts, will have been 

especially attuned to this visual culture.  The slenderest foreground nude is comprised of 

eggshell white against a division of soft grey ‘across’ her buttocks and foreshortened legs.  

Her foot is flush with the picture plane and seems to press as if against a pane of glass.  

Another female in the hue of mushroom and nude to the waist, raises her arms to her head in 

clunky, crooked fashion, echoing the dancer’s gesture in Lhote’s La danse au bar (fig.22, 

c.1920-5).  Weeks’ figure is so abstracted that it refuses to become ‘sexy’ display.492  

Similarly, Cézanne’s nudes, whether male or female, were rarely elegant and this is part of 

their transgression.   

 
492. Mulvey’s influential quote comes to mind where she refers to: ‘…the female spectator's phantasy of masculinisation is always to some 

extent at cross purposes with itself, restless in its transvestite clothes.’  ‘Transvestite’ is an ill-fitted word in today’s more nuanced 

discussion of sexual identities and spectatorship, but it is true that the female art historian and female spectator invariably find themselves a 

‘double-agent’ of sorts.  Laura Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures (Hampshire/New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 1989), 33. 
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As the eye scans the group of figures it perceives the suggestion of different ethnicities in 

naturalistic hues.  This, however, is an interpretation that pauses quizzically at the nude at the 

centre-right in a subdued hue of green.  Lhote’s bar scene also deploys a non-naturalistic 

range of colours.  One man at the centre in a crisp suit, however, can be read as African or 

African-American, given the African ethnicities of entertainers who congregated in bars and 

cabarets of Montparnasse and Monmartre in this period.  Three of the figures in Lhote’s 

energetic arrangement are multi-coloured, such as the man to the lower right with greenish 

hand and purple head.  Weeks’s green woman, however, is more clearly the ‘odd-one-out’ in 

Fig. 20, ‘Wadsworth’ 

Vanity Fair cover, June 1931, 

Conde Nast Publications 

 

Fig.19. Group of Five Nudes, c.1940 

Tempera on paper 

420 x 510 mm 

Courtesy of International Art Centre 

Fig.22. André Lhote (1885-1962) 

La danse au bar (Gypsy Bar), c.1920-5  

Oil on canvas 

1440 x 1747 mm 

Christies.com [accessed 1 September 2018] 

 

Fig. 21.  John Buckland Wright (1897-1954) 

Melancholie, 1933  

Etching on paper (ed. 22/30) 

Measurements unknown 

Annexgalleries.com  

[accessed 26 June 2017] 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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his composition, and as such, sets up a perceptual puzzle.  This suggestively bored or pensive 

figure with curving belly has the meditative demeanour of the allegorical figure of 

Melancholia, best known in Dürer’s famous engraving of 1541: Melancholia I.  It was a pose 

that Weeks used in several compositions, including Study for Composition and Figure 

Composition I.  The stance is also one of the most comfortable positions for a sitter to hold.   

Dürer’s sullen, inert winged-woman is thought to symbolise knowledge as she is surrounded 

by inventions such as tools of geometry.  The theme was taken up by New Zealand artist John 

Buckland Wright in his engraving Melencolie (fig.21, 1933); he makes a rather more succinct 

reference to constructional skills.  Weeks’ Group of Figures with its central, suggestively 

pensive figure, brick wall and scroll, can be read as an implicit ode to the architectural, 

creative and intellectual pursuits of compositional construction, muddled though it is by 

references to bathing.  Lhote’s allegorical image Éloge De l'Architecture (fig.23, 1935) bears 

some resemblance to Dürer’s allegory, with its suggestively classical nude and the tools of 

architecture and construction.  He includes a scroll, calipers, triangular ruler, books, and brick 

masonry.  Weeks is witty and whimsical; he conflates flat space, depth, and the linear 

construction of composition, ‘hanging’ sheaths of paper off the diagonal line that travels 

through the left nude.  The standard understanding of Weeks pursuing colour and 

compositional theory is exemplified in this glowing image, and yet as described, he also 

underlines his quest in representational, emblematic ways.   

 

Tyler notes:  

 

[l]ike the pioneers of modern painting, Weeks seems to have explored the subject of 

the nude or a group of nudes knowingly as a major theme in the western tradition.  

That tradition had long since transformed the sexual force of female nakedness into a 

convention, even if for feminists, the nude is not neutral as an artistic subject.493   

 

For Weeks, the female nude was a symbol of high art and creative, intellectual enquiry.  

Tyler also comments: ‘Weeks makes reference to ‘baigneuses’ and ‘demoiselles’ in a way 

 
493. Linda Tyler, An Exhibition, including Figure Composition I: The Still Point of New Zealand Modernist Painting; ‘John Weeks’ 

Decorative Designs,’ (ed.) Christina Barton, Exhibition series: “Manufacturing meaning: The Victoria University of Wellington Art 

Collection in Context, 22 September 1999 - 31 January 2000,” (Wellington: Victoria University, 1999). 
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that nudes by other New Zealand artists (such as A. Lois White or Evelyn Page) do not.’494  

What were some of the differences in Weeks’ use of the bather?  Weeks renders narrative, 

mythology and allegory ambiguous though abstract values.  In contrast, White’s declarative 

oeuvre is often didactic, elegantly erotic, and theatrical, while Page’s Impressionistic use of 

the nude is sensuous, consistently painterly, and evokes the sense of observed, fleeting 

realities such as sun and shade on flesh.  Despite Weeks’ abbreviated language and picture 

titles, the figures and motifs themselves, entice the mind to make rational sense of the 

compositional arrangements, bodily gesture, and the various colours employed.  Indeed, 

Weeks’ nudes fail to be ‘neutral.’ 

 

 

        

 

 

Weeks’ upright model (fig.24, Standing Nude II, c.1930s), likely drawn after his return to 

New Zealand, echoes the languorous to sensual poses found in Lhote’s designs, such as his 

La Bacchante compositions of 1911.  This firm-bodied woman, articulated through conte, 

wraps her arms behind her head in the pose common in art history and soft pornography, an 

arrangement that un-shields breasts.  It also provides an architectural formation.  Cézanne 

often used at least one figure with raised, linked arms over the head in his arrangements, as in 

The Large Bathers (fig.25, 1895-1906).  Weeks’ drawing all but omits the head – to striking 

effect.  This can frustrate the viewer who identifies female genitalia, some volume and shape, 

 
494. Tyler, ‘John Weeks’ Decorative Designs,’ u.p. 

Fig. 24. Standing Nude II, c.1930s 

Conte on paper 

420 x 205 mm 

Location unknown 

International Art Centre 

 

Fig.25.  Paul Cézanne (1839-1906) 

The Large Bathers 

Oil on canvas 

1324 x 2191 mm 

Barnes Foundation, Philadelphia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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but not facial features.  The turned/oblique/absent face can place an un-distracting focus on 

the body but as indicated, in Weeks’ more volumetric renderings, it ruptures expectations in 

uncanny ways.   

 

Francis Pound of Weeks’ nude motifs:   

 

…Weeks himself could call an undated bunch of naked women Design (Figure 

Motif).  Titles like these direct us away from the ostensible subject, whether 

mountains or thighs and breasts, towards the fact of painting itself. 495  

 

Regardless of Weeks’ alleged detachment or titles, Pound, the viewer, is not convincingly 

‘directed away’ from this unspecified ‘bunch of naked women…thighs and breasts.’  The 

women remain recognisable as women, and in most of the compositions in this chapter, we 

are also cued to a bathing scene outdoors through motifs such as rocks, hill, water, or a tree.  

However, while Tyler refers to the decorative landscape tradition; the paysage décoratif, as 

context for Weeks’ nudes in nature, the presence of paysage in Weeks’ figure compositions is 

often sparing.496  The ‘fact of painting’, as seen thus far, does not conceal Weeks’ subjects, 

but it does make them ambiguous.  Tensions arise between figuration and the formal, in some 

works more than others, such as Victoria University’s Figure Composition I (fig.26, c.1950).   

 

 

 

Tyler notes of Figure Composition I: ‘While … care with colour and composition highlights 

 
495. Francis Pound, The Invention of New Zealand: Art & National Identity, 1930-1970 (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2009), 110. 

496. Linda Tyler, An Exhibition, including Figure Composition I:The Still Point of New Zealand Modernist Painting; ‘John Weeks’ 

Decorative Designs,’ (ed.) Christina Barton, Exhibition series: “Manufacturing meaning: The Victoria University of Wellington Art 

Collection in Context, 22 September 1999 - 31 January 2000,” (Wellington: Victoria University, 1999). Tyler’s discussion at this point owes 

much to Benjamin. Roger Benjamin claims that Fauvist landscapes with nude figures owe to a tradition of interior mural schemes of 

imaginative idylls.  See: “The Decorative Landscape, Fauvism, and the Arabesque,” The Art Bulletin 75, no.2 (June 1993): 295-316. 

Fig.26.  Figure Composition I, c. 1950s 

Oil on board 

402 x 503 mm 

Victoria University of Wellington Art Collection 



 

214 

 

“decoration,” it also makes for a mannered effect in Weeks’ work.’497  The mannered quality 

in Weeks’ figure composition is not only due to the carefully engineered, somewhat 

congested architectural composition, but the effect of figures pressed into the service of 

design, as well as the traditional, static poses.  Here, there are few of the freeing moments of 

painterly fluidity as in other examples.  The nudes’ heads are strangely disconnected units 

perched upon paler bodies.  It is as if they are partially ‘clothed’ in ‘nudity’ up to the neck.  

John Berger described the nude as: ‘condemned to never being naked.  Nudity is a form of 

dress.’498 

 

 

 

There are indeed oscillating or inconsistent values in the artist’s surviving nude compositions.  

This is due to irresolution at times, and at other times to Weeks’ hybrid formal tendencies.  

One rare, closely observational study (fig. 27, Study for a Composition, 1930s), represents a 

woman with pendulous hanging breast, outstretched leg, and varied skin tone; suggesting the 

tanned and untanned.  The blur where her face should be jars against the detail of the body 

and creates a ghoulish, uncanny effect.  As with Weeks’ green, seated nude, this pose offers a 

similar connotation of weary melancholy and inertia.  This is at odds with the dynamism of 

her diagonally placed leg – a powerful line of movement.  The emphatic, diagonal pose, and 

close observation counterpoints the generalised arcadia behind her.  Suggestive of a stage-

 
497. Tyler, writing on Victoria University’s Figure Composition I, also observes that the nudes: ‘…are generic and featureless except for 

their hair, seemingly chosen as if they represent nature’s best.  They could be seen as literal or symbolic representations of the “primitive” or 

of “woman in nature.”’ Tyler, ‘John Weeks’ Decorative Designs,’  u.p. 

498. John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: British Broadcasting Corporation, Penguin Books, 1972), 54. 

Fig. 27. Study for a Composition, c.1930s  

Oil on canvas on board  

482 x 582 mm 

Private Collection, Auckland 
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prop, an almost-inchoate hillside with stone bridge is rendered in broadly painted 

Cézannesque striations. 

A dark line on her stomach suggests either downy hair or the temporary linea nigra of 

pregnant and post-pregnant women.  The ‘real’ model in the studio comes into focus; she has 

a ‘now-ness’ about her.  It is a strange painting because of this.  Since the late nineteenth 

century, the contemporary woman and model offered an intriguing point of tension within 

traditional genres.  Rosemary Betterton has observed:  

This was the desire in the second half of the nineteenth century to represent the 

‘modern’ nude, no longer veiled in history or mythology, but the woman ‘as she is,’ 

seen on the modelling couch, in the studio and in a landscape.499  

The model signifies the subject ‘as she is’, posing and staged, with pale pink to dark pink 

skin colour where the sun has burnt her.  In 1934, the Australian actress Coral Brown 

declared:  

 

Tan is typically modern…I think it healthier than dull white, and cleaner looking. 

Sun-bathing helps to cut us off from the mid-Victorian tradition of pink-and-white 

females, fainting every two seconds.500   

 

Acquiring a deep brown tan was de rigueur.  Of Rita Angus as a girl, Jean Angus observed 

that Rita’s skin tanned ‘a golden brown …which went well with her hair.’501   In New 

Zealand advertising, an advertisement for Q-tol sun lotion in 1932 adopts the voice of an 

outdoorsy, modern woman who swims, plays tennis and motors.  She says: ‘I’m becoming as 

beautifully tanned as a Hawaiian maiden, with never a twinge of burning!’502  The 

phenomenon of the ‘Modern Girl’ included the vogue for tanned, ‘healthy’ skin, synonymous 

with the outdoors.  In visual culture, it: ‘... abstracts the human form. ... [and references] a 

range of racial markers, including blond hair, brown skin, and stylized eyes.’503   

 
499. Rosemary Betterton, “How do Women Look?  The Female Nude in the Work of Suzanne Valadon,” Feminist Review, no.19 (Spring, 

1985): 15.   

500. Auckland Star, “Sunbathing Ban,” 8 February 1934.   

501. Jill Trevelyan, Rita Angus: An Artist’s Life (Wellington: Te Papa Press, 2008), 11.   

502. Press, “Advertisements,” 4 January 1932. 

503. Weinbaum, Alys Eve et al (eds), The modern girl around the world: consumption, modernity, and globalization (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2008), 15. 
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Two of Weeks’ unfinished compositions in The Fletcher Collection and Christchurch Art 

Gallery contain a resting bather with dark skin contrasting with short, blonde hair.  This 

turned-away figure contrasts in skin hue with the other pale figures.  Her stance; one leg 

raised and the other tucked below, is repeated in Study: Watercarriers and Bathers (fig. 28).   

 

Bathers with contemporary bathing suits are referenced in decorative compositions by White, 

too, such as the playful watercolour, Bathers (fig. 29, 1949).  The poses, likely from Elam 

School of Art classes, such as with variously raised arms, are put to imaginative use by both 

artists.  The study by Weeks is reminiscent of the profile format of ancient Egyptian friezes 

and represents variously-hued figures and semi-nude water-carrier figures with colourful 

round urns, suggestively Moroccan in shape.  A pastel composition (fig.30. Figure 

Composition, 1930s), orchestrated by teal greens and reds, also contains this bather in profile.  

She has a short platinum crop of hair and black swimming costume with almost imperceptible 

top-half.  The brown bather with platinum blonde hair has bearing on Angus’ ‘Sun Goddess’ 

Rutu of 1951 and George Woods’ linocut Malia in the Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 

1947.  I sense that Weeks, Angus and Woods, in their different ways, visualised ambiguous 

ethnicity with eyes attuned to sun-worship and the associations it could evoke.  It is a 

preoccupation that cuts across eugenic theories of the previous decades.504 

 
504. The layers of symbolism, multi-cultural connections, and emotional connection Angus felt for Rutu are closely explored through the 

artist’s letters in: Bronwyn Lloyd, “Daemons and Dream Children: The Secret Lives of Rita Angus’s Symbolic Portraits,” (Doctoral thesis, 

University of Auckland, 2009). 

Fig. 28. Study: Watercarriers and Bathers, c.1940s 

Tempera on paper  

400 x 480 mm 

Location unknown 

Courtesy of International Art Centre 

Fig. 29.  [Anna] Lois White (1903–1984) 

Bathers, 1949 

Varnished watercolour on paper 

310 x 255 mm 

Private Collection, Waikato 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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Like the opening image of this chapter, this Figure Composition in pastel conflates different 

themes and connotations.  Here, the traditional allegory of female vanity meets with the 

modern bathing theme.  A woman in the foreground wears a faint but discernible wide-

brimmed hat upon her head; she sunbathes and attends to her face.  A gracefully arranged 

attendant is nude to the waist.  A further nude, arranged in the elegant, serpentine manner of 

William Hogarth’s ‘line of beauty’, balances a terracotta urn upon her shoulder.  Urns were 

familiar props in life studies classes.  The female water-carrier motif can be traced as far back 

as early Egyptian visual traditions, and in European art history has long suggested a simpler, 

nobler past.  The reference to terracotta vessels and female ‘water-carrier’ figure hints at the 

romantic yearning Weeks held for life in Morocco, where women carrying urns of water were 

a common sight. 

 

   

 

The pastel drawing, in which faint facial features are included, emits a quality of remoteness, 

in part due to the obfuscation that soft pastel effects supply, but also because of the 

affectation of pose.  William Sutton of Canterbury College of Art in the 1950s recalled the 

atmosphere and props of their nude studies classes: 

 

The model was posed as a tableau with urns and other appropriate classical 

accessories on a raised dais behind a closed curtain ... It was a very theatrical 

Fig. 30. Figure Composition, c.1930s 

Pastel on paper  

500 x 600 mm 

Location unknown 

Courtesy of International Art Centre 
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situation and one which was curiously remote, reinforcing the distance, both 

physical and psychological between the model and the artist.505 

In Weeks’ drawing and many of the figure arrangements in this chapter, the engineering of 

poses to meet with compositional lines, rather than to evoke human relationships, contributes 

to the psychological distance the viewer experiences.  The absence of realistic human 

dynamics in the pastel drawing above is reminiscent of Edouard Manet’s Le déjeuner sur 

l’herbe or Le Bain (1863, Musée d'Orsay).  The famous painting, shockingly neither 

mythological or biblical bathing scene nor concert champêtre, was at the Musée des Arts 

Décoratifs during Weeks’ time in Paris.  Like Manet, he presents the clothed against 

unclothed, genre against genre, and the classical against the ‘now.’  The artist nevertheless 

marries these discrepancies to his use of colour and line.    

 

The curving structure in the pastel composition is also present in Composition of Figures 

(fig.31, c.1945) which represents four female nudes, ostensibly bathers, and three goats 

within an implied landscape.  It is one of the few nude subjects by Weeks reproduced during 

his life-time, and one of several versions.  These modern Graces challenged New Zealand’s 

prevalent intolerance of abstraction.  The overview; ‘Contemporary Art in New Zealand,’ in 

which the painting appeared, was written by artist and critic Roland Hipkins for an overseas 

readership in The Studio in 1948.506  In the even-handed account, the images themselves are 

not reviewed, rather the artists and some of their aims are.507  Weeks and Thomas 

McCormack, paired for comparison; implicitly signalled as leading painters, are awarded 

high praise for ‘sensitivity, originality and independence of thought.’  Yet there is slight 

ambivalence in Hipkins’ assessment of Weeks’ place in New Zealand art:    

 

McCormack was born in New Zealand [Weeks was born in Devonshire] and has 

developed his art entirely within his own country ... [McCormack has] no formal 

art training ... In contrast to McCormack, John Weeks owes a great deal to Europe 

 
505. Sandra Chesterman, FigureWork: The Nude and Life Modelling in New Zealand Art (Dunedin.: University of Otago Press, 2002), 55. 

506. Roland Hipkins, “Contemporary Art in New Zealand,” The Studio: New Zealand Issue, Vol. 135, no.661 (April 1948): 102-120. 

507. Letter from Roland Hipkins to John Weeks, 9 November 1946, E.H McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery, JWA 

(RC2001/1).  Hipkins writes regarding the artist’s ‘colour proof”, the delayed publication of The Studio’s review, and Weeks’ help with 

information regarding the Auckland art scene. 
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... [and] returned to New Zealand with a clearly conceived philosophy.  He joined 

intellect with deep feeling …508 

In these oppositions, one senses that Hipkins was conscious of readers who had a patriotic 

bias for McCormack’s seemingly intuitive and un-intellectual watercolours.  Hipkins was an 

advocate of local subject matter, or as Dunn phrases it, ‘more nationalistic motifs and 

subjects’, a desire echoed by Christopher Perkins and other immigrant English artists.509  He 

was also interested in child art and its ‘naive simplicity that comes direct from the heart ... 

unfettered by ... questions of technique.’510  Indeed, so was Weeks, as is noted again in the 

last chapter of this thesis.  It is possible that the seemingly spontaneous aspect of Weeks’ 

Composition of Figures would have met with the writer’s approval, rather than its reiteration 

of the European pastoral genre or Lhote-inflected geometries.  When Hipkins wrote his piece, 

it was probably much clearer precisely how much Weeks did ‘owe to Europe,’ and to what 

extent his oeuvre varied in tempo.  Hipkins concludes: ‘In range and completeness Weeks is 

symphonic; McCormack is chamber music.’511  He wrote of Weeks’ methodology at the time:  

 

[the] paintings are the outcome of a series of studies and experiments.  Each subject is 

consciously organized to achieve a new synthesis of form, compositions and colour 

and in this he is sufficiently unorthodox to appeal only to the educated eye.512 

 

The nudes in Composition of Figures are so obviously comprised of paint, as well as 

‘clothed’ by the parallel artistic universe that legitimises naked female forms, that while they 

cannot be neutral, they are ‘G-rated.’  A limited but rich palette of complementary hues and 

preordained composition is evident in Composition of Figures, a ‘symphony’ Weeks had 

been working on for some time.  It is an almost-timeless realm in which painterly abstraction 

and the traditional genre of the nude converge.  Carefully repeated striations of dark, dull red 

and blues side by side (a favourite combination of Weeks) instil a sense of rhythm.   

 

 

 
508. Roland Hipkins, “Contemporary Art in New Zealand,” The Studio 135, no. 661 (April 1948): 108. 

509. Michael Dunn, Roland Hipkins: Artist/Educator (Napier: Hawke’s Bay Museum & Art Gallery, 2007), 24. 

510. Dunn, Roland Hipkins, 24. 

511. Roland Hipkins, “Contemporary Art in New Zealand,” The Studio 135, no. 661, (April 1948): 108. 

512. Hipkins, Contemporary Art, 135, 108. 



 

220 

 

 

 

Composition of Figures reveals a circular directional force; lines curve, glide and dive, and 

the artist’s signature sets sail on its own ‘S.’  The picture operates within a particularly 

shallow field: dark blue merely hints at depth, perhaps a harbour.  At the top, curves in dirty 

white and watery black form a bridge.  Black, used sparingly as an outlining device, 

reinforces the presence of the picture plane.  Different vocabularies are juxtaposed: the mark-

making is often loaded with paint and carefully ‘sketchy’ but there are areas of smoother 

tonal modelling, such as that which describes the thighs of the nude to the right.  If the 

subject and linear declarations of pictorial construction were descended from Lhote, the 

painterly manner, the use of light and dark to suggest volume, and curving gestural 

movements, were not.  White areas in the foreground, for instance, one of which has a goat-

like form, are like thoughts unresolved, yet feature in a working design (fig.32) and painted 

variants of this composition, too. 

 

Unpicking Weeks’ constructional methods is not a particular aspect of this study.  Despite 

reproducing several diagrammatic constructions supplied by Weeks, Day plays down the role 

of strict organisational principles in the artist’s later oeuvre.513  The central nude of the 

painting, though, is clearly scored along one side, as if by a ruler.  This vertical line 

underlines the picture’s abstraction and serious play: ‘this is a woman but not (really) a 

woman,’ Weeks seems to say.  To the right, the figure with a 1930s crop of red hair also 

 
513. ‘It must not be inferred that Weeks was concerned solely with mathematical construction when composing his works.  From his 

writings one learns that he “arrived” at his compositions by some intuitive method which was based on the mathematical structure he had 

learnt years before.’  Melvin Day, The Works of John Weeks in the National Collection (Wellington, N.Z.: National Art Gallery, 1970), 15.  

Fig. 31. Composition of Figures, c.1945 

Oil on board  

392 x 492mm 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa  

Tongarewa 
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features a very straight side.  Such geometry reduces the very formal values; curves, that can 

inflame the subject of the nude.  However, she is otherwise shapely.  Her performative, 

leaning stance, with hand on hip, is at odds with the less articulated body language and more 

monumental trunks of the other bodies.  Page’s standing nude in Summer Morn (fig. 34, 

1929) has a subtler stance, the contrapposto where weight is placed on one leg with the other 

bent, but similarly with one hand on her hip. 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

                             

 

In Weeks’ richly hued painting at Te Papa, three dynamic goats with small pointed heads 

make thrusting lineal movements; apt for an animal with longstanding connotations of 

Fig. 33. Evelyn Page (1899-1988) 

Summer Morn, 1929 

Oil on canvas 

880 x 678mm 

Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū 

 
 

Fig.32.  Study for Composition of Figures,  

[No details provided] 

University of Auckland Art History Database Online 

http://digitool.auckland.ac.nz [accessed 1 July 2018] 

Fig.35. Figure Composition with Goats, c.1930s 

Pencil and watercolour on paper 

433 x 550mm 

Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū 

Reproduced courtesy of the Peter O’Connor Collection 

 

 

 

 

 

    Image redacted. 

http://digitool.auckland.ac.nz/
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sexuality and fertility.  The head of the central animal is most subject to the command of 

geometry.  Many of Weeks’ indeterminate forms were not spontaneous creations.  

Christchurch Art Gallery’s Figure Composition with Goats (fig.35, c.1930s), one of a number 

of related watercolour and pencil compositions, reveals more of the ingredients that guided 

the structure of the painting above.  In this drawing, the prop of an elegant banister, almost 

surreal in its inclusion, appears to the right.  The goats, with their long necks, have an even 

more projectile-like quality than in the painted version.  The figures facing the viewer have 

schematic faces; slightly mask-like.  The same ‘sassy’ leaning figure with ‘attitude’, appears.  

Strikingly, the woman to the left whose protective arm and hand echoes the Venus Pudica, is 

semi-clad with a highly contemporary reference to a bathing suit; or half of one.  The 

costume’s completion seems to hang in the balance, as if conducted by her gesturing hand.   

 

Regardless of Weeks’ abstract meditations on painting and design, his depictions of female 

nude figures open up framings that he would never have anticipated.  Feminist art history 

from the 1970s onwards has cast the female nude tradition as projected fantasy onto the 

female body by a presumed heterosexual, male gaze.  Laura Mulvey’s film theory for 

instance, puts forward an active male/passive female dichotomy and the term the ‘male gaze’ 

in ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.’  She argues: 

  

Woman displayed as sexual object is the leitmotif of erotic spectacle: from pin-ups to 

striptease, from Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley, she holds the look, plays to and signifies 

male desire.514  

 

But it is body language in Weeks’ figure compositions that suggests ‘looked-at-ness’ as there 

is no ‘holding the look’ with his figures.515  His pictures contain performative or 

psychological resonances through gesture and stance.  His commercial background appears to 

emerge in such imagery.  While Weeks said and left little about his trade, according to 

McCahon, Weeks, when working in Australia (probably during his 1929 trip), produced: 

 

…the longest pair of legs [in Australia]: an advertisement for silk stockings, that, 

 
514. Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” (U.K, 1975) in, Scott MacKenzie, Film Manifestos and Global Cinema 

Cultures, (University of California Press, 2014), 364.  

515. Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” 364.  However, women off-screen do not have to ‘hold the look’ to be conscious of 

it, or conversely, conscious of its absence.  
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applied to the outside of a building stretched five stories high.’516   

 

While we have no record of his commercial output, three standing women in elegant attitudes 

in a work on paper (fig.36, Untitled) offer distinct echoes of the contemporary fashion plates 

of the 1920s and 1930s (fig.37, George Barbier) or in Renée Perle’s pose for Jacques Henri 

Lartigue (fig.38, 1930).  Colour, shape and line create an undulating flux of movement across 

the three women, leaving them elegantly ‘clothed’ but ambiguously so.  A vertical armature 

is employed in the background, a recurring device in Weeks’ still life and figure 

arrangements.  The curvy, leaning woman appears again in this deft design.  

 

  

 

The middle figure is dark brown with a long, contained mane of hair, and is semi-shrouded in 

a knee-length garment comprised of blue, ochre and off-white lines.  It is as if the implied 

energy around her almost pervades her very being.  If these three females are ‘nature’s best’ 

as Tyler has suggested of the nudes in Figure Composition I, does her centrality and visually 

dominant brown skin suggest that she is the ‘ideal’ interwar female – tanned or ‘gorgeously’ 

brown and graceful? 517  Did the complexions of Moroccan women or Māori women play a 

role in such imaginings by Weeks?  A closer look reveals the outer-women are suggestively 

chameleon-like.  They seem to take on some of the central figure’s red-brown colour – in 

their arms, for example.  ‘Health’ disperses ‘through’ the figures.  The hairless figure to the 

 
516. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 22. 

517. Linda Tyler, An Exhibition, including Figure Composition I: The Still Point of New Zealand Modernist Painting; ‘John Weeks’ 

Decorative Designs,’ (ed.) Christina Barton, Exhibition series: “Manufacturing meaning: The Victoria University of Wellington Art 

Collection in Context, 22 September 1999 - 31 January 2000,” (Wellington: Victoria University, 1999), u.p. 

Fig.36.  Untitled (Three Female Figures) 

Medium unclear 

Measurements unknown 

Courtesy of John Leech photo archive  
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left sports a brown necklace-like line around her neck.  The figure with pinkish head to the 

right is so ambiguous, it may be her back we see.  Like the figure next to her, she wears a 

toga-like outfit.  Two urns, one pale brown and one white, sit in the foreground.  The image 

by Weeks visualises the meeting of the ‘rustic’, the classicising and the cosmopolitan.518  

Lined up as if to be assessed by the beholder, the women live in a timeless realm of elegance 

and inter-ethnic communality, a world suggestively ruled by ‘feminine’ values of grace, 

rhythm and vital energy, unsullied by machines, men, and War.   

 

 

        
 

 

 

Figure with Colour (fig.39, c.1930s), is a rare example of a single painted nude in this 

oeuvre.  The heavily-applied painting rings out with its formal and cosmopolitan difference 

on the local stage of art history, and clearly demonstrates Weeks’ powers at orchestrating not 

just colour-tone, texture and line, but whimsy, mood and rhythm.  The woman at leisure in a 

decorative boudoir, with or without a cat, was a popular theme in visual culture, as seen, for 

instance, in Eileen Mayo’s print Morning Tea (fig. 40, c. 1929).  Weeks’ subject, however, 

has dark orange bobbed hair, is immersed in a book, and has a divided mask-like face.  She 

stretches across and within curving and undulating shapes which contain an array of 

sympathetically juxtaposed colour and tone, including steel-blue and, greys, terracotta 

orange, mauve, burgundy, and pale putty hues.  Two tidy vessels of fruit and a ginger cat 

with little mask-like face nestle nearby, the latter neatly arranged in a curl.  The napping cat 

contributes to the air of languor.  Fabric design is hinted at in the patterned areas at the lower 

right; in mauve and dark purple, and upper-right in grey, white and black.519  The fanciful 

 
518. The woman to the left appears to wear a dress with square shaped neckline, fashionable in the 1920s and 1930s.    

519. Letter to Louise Henderson from Weeks, postmarked 21 February 1949, Diane McKegg Family Archive. 

Fig. 37. George Barbier (1882-1932) 

Vesper, 1922, 

Pochoir 

“Worth Evening Gowns,” Gazette du Bon 

Ton 2, no.8.plate 60. 

Museum of Fine Arts Boston, 

mfa.org [accessed 31 July 2018] 

 

 Fig. 38. Jacques Henri Lartigue (1894-1986) 

Renée (Perle), Biarritz, 1930 

351 x 251 mm 

Gelatin Silver Print 

The Kate and Hall J. Peterson Fund 

The Minneapolis Institute of Art 

 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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figure is the tone of pale peach, has a neat, prominent triangle of pubic hair, and red nipples. 

Her form is made alert with a fine outline in white.  An inevitable, slangy, sexual pun 

emerges from the conjunction of the ginger-haired female and ginger-haired feline.  The only 

painting of its kind, its cohesion, shapely flow and sense of harmonious whimsy are 

striking.520  The gentle erotica and slightly cheeky spirit of Figure in Colour seems remote 

from the contemporaneous realities of Auckland, New Zealand, the Pacific.521 There is 

nothing ‘man-alone’ about Weeks’ decorative vision of a nude and her pussycat.  It counters 

the machismo of literature and commentary such as that by Peter Tomory in 1961:  

‘A colonial heritage begets directness, bluntness in fact, a kind of colonial Brutalism which 

provides a strong tonic to the too-sugared spirit of European sophistication.’522  Was Weeks’ 

later neglect related to such sentiments?  Were some of his compositions, such as the 

decorative Cubist composition Figure in Colour, ‘too-sugared’, both in subject and colour, 

for this ‘brutalist’ country? 523  In the 1940s, Hipkins did not have such a desire for brutalism, 

it seems. 

    

 

 

 
520  As indicated in the first chapter, Weeks noted sadly to Henderson that ‘several rhythmic compositions in colour’ had been destroyed in 

the Fire of 1949, and this is likely of the kind he meant. 
521. Roland Hipkins, The Studio: The New Zealand Edition (April 1948): 119. 

522. Peter Tomory, ‘The Visual Arts’, in Keith Sinclair (ed), Distance Looks our Way: The Effect of Remoteness on New Zealand 
(Hamilton: Paul’s Book Arcade for the University of Auckland, 1961): 76. 

523. Weeks’ impact on artists in his circles is rarely indicated in specific terms.  However, Frances Hunt’s elegant Cubist Life Study, 

Waikato Museum, c.1960, suggests a sophisticated absorption of Weeks’ motifs of the nude in a landscape setting, where a Mediterranean, 

perhaps even Moroccan town-scape, is suggested.   

Fig. 39. Figure with Colour 

Oil on board, title inscribed 

455 x 355 mm0 

Private Collection, Auckland 
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Fig. 40. Eileen Mayo (1906-1994) 

Morning Tea, 1932 

Ink on paper (linocut) 

Mms not available 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 

 

The fanciful interiors with nudes by Elam student Madge Clayton received several 

honourable mentions, including by Hipkins.  Ironically, he positions them in gender-specific 

terms: ‘Colour – subjective, dreamlike colour – is the mark too, of the “feminine” work of 

Madge Clayton, often semi-abstract and very inventive.’524  Clayton’s Composition of two 

face-less nudes in an abstract interior with compotes of fruit, (fig. 41, c.1943) is clearly 

inspired by Weeks’ more complex example. 

 

 
524. Hipkins, The Studio, 117. 

Fig.41. Madge Clayton (1922-1967) 

Composition 

Location unknown 

Reproduced:  

Art in New Zealand, no.60, June 1943, 7. 

 

 

Image redacted. 

 

 

 

 



 

227 

 

   

 

In contrast, Leda and the Swan (fig.41, c.1940), another human-animal pairing, is more 

inchoate, and has the quality of a rapid working sketch.  It is perhaps the only painting by 

Weeks to directly reference identifiable classical mythology, if in an oblique way.  Nature 

plays a bigger role than in the other figure compositions addressed.  Leda and the Swan is a 

theme that has been deployed since the Renaissance to express a dubious erotica between the 

swan (the adopted guise of the god Zeus) and Leda.  Weeks refrains from any such bodily 

conjoining or explicit (in either sense of the term) narrative.  Line and shape, extravagant 

colour, and painterly movement insinuate a theme of seduction (rather than rape).  Equality 

prevails.  The swan lacks a head, just as Leda lacks a face; the tree truncates the bird where 

head and beak should have been.  A tree with suggestively pronounced hollows sways to the 

right, mirroring Leda’s inclination to the left.  The undulating white drapery seems to form a 

symbiosis with the swan, and may bring to mind the snake from the Christian Eden.  The 

only geometry is a triangular reference to pubic hair, as seen in Figure with Colour.  This 

inclusion was rare in New Zealand representations of the nude.  There are other elements, 

beyond the representation of a genital region that also would have disturbed many of Weeks’ 

contemporaries.  What should we make of the red disk-like form ‘floating’ on a swirling 

stream of whitish paint?  As in Three Nudes that opened this chapter, Weeks here revels in 

such indeterminate abstract elements – in sumptuousness and spontaneity, as well as 

conscious design.  

 

Fig. 41. Leda and the Swan, c.1940 

Oil on board 

340 x 350 mm 

Source: “John Weeks: A Collection from the 

Studio,” Exhibition Catalogue, May-June, 2000, 

John Leech Archive. 
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Weeks’ own frank thoughts on the public’s perception in the late 1940s may suggest why he 

kept largely to himself, rather than regularly exhibiting during that decade:  

 

I have a great desire to encourage the student to develop his imagination… as 

…no great work of art can exist without it.  … [The student] will probably be 

a bit shy about this.  [He] may have tried it before, and shown this result to 

…friends, who promptly held it up to ridicule.  It may even have been 

somewhat abstract in its presentation, a crime which to the average layman is 

wellnigh unforgivable, and sufficient to brand the painter as a madman…525 

[My italics.] 

 

The rather hostile cultural environment Weeks describes is the backdrop for compositions 

such as Untitled (fig.42), which is a rare figure arrangement in which the women are clothed.  

Weeks creates a world in which things are not spoon-fed to the viewer in terms of rational 

meaning.  By withholding information through a ‘somewhat abstract’ vocabulary, meaning 

expands.  The image indicates that Weeks also branched out into compositions that were a 

 
525. Weeks’ lecture notes for ‘Development of Adult Techniques in Gifted and in Interested Students,’, p.14,  2007/8/1 (F9), E. H. 

McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

Fig.42.  Untitled [sold as Women in Landscape], late 1940s-early 1950s 

Gouache on paper 

440 x 570 mm  

Private Collection, Auckland 
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vivid balancing act of the organic versus the geometricised, or ‘freedom and structure.’526  

Five women and an infant; a very different set of players, are part of the flux created by 

sections of luminous blue, ochre, rich brown, pink, yellow, white, green and black.  These 

sometimes overlay a more gestural application visible beneath.   

 

Weeks’ frontally-placed female figure here, punchy in black skirt and white top, is more 

commanding than any other figure in his oeuvre and this may be because she is isolated from 

the group by her frontal stillness.  Uncannily, she appears to ‘look’ straight at us, despite her 

blank face.  The others on the ‘ground’, bent at an unknown activity.  A figure in blue 

somehow carries humanity and age in her bent posture.  The nearby infant in the foreground 

surprises; it is a rare representation of a child by Weeks and further reinforces a sense of 

family and community.  The women in head-scarves are reminiscent of both Weeks’ 

representations of Moroccan-Jewish woman, but also local imagery of rural Māori women, 

such as Russell Clark’s Otaki Māori Meeting, (c.1955, A.A.G).  Weeks, too, had produced 

designs and drawings, seemingly in the 1940s and 1950s, which referenced Māori designs 

and Māori women, but few resolved works have emerged. 

 

Another work, seemingly from the mid to late 1940s, (fig.43, c.1950) also conveys 

community and collaboration between women, in contrast to his more remote figure 

compositions.  Here, two dark-haired women are engaged in the making of a pot.  The 

painting was sold with a title identifying the women as Pat and Phyllis Perrin.527  The woman 

to the left in green, has chalky skin, and abbreviated mask-like features, while the other is 

more naturalistic in description.  Patricia’s own style of decorative design on pots was 

described by John Parker as ‘sparse, random and organic, enhanced by splashes, dribbles and 

poured overlays of a number of (usually) matt glazes.’528  This could describe some of 

Weeks’ own gestural approach to painting in the late 1940s.   

 

 
526. I quote the title of Julia Waite’s recent Cubism exhibition, Freedom & Structure: Cubism and New Zealand Art 1930-1960, Auckland 

Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki, 2017. 

527. It was sold by Webb’s Auction house on 19 February 2019, but no material from Weeks’ estate has yet emerged to confirm the picture 

is intended as a double-portrait of the sisters.  

528. John Parker, ‘Perrin, Patricia Charlotte,’ Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, first published in 2000, Te Ara – the Encylopedia of 

New Zealand, accessed 14 December 2018, https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/5p22/perrin-patricia-charlotte. 
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This chapter finishes with two enigmatic untitled sketches.  The first, sold as Cubist Study of 

Two Female Nudes (fig. 44, 1940s) is on bare board with a landscape study on its reverse.  It 

suggests, despite its brevity of design, a querulous, intense dynamic between two women 

with mask-like faces.  There is emotion here more pointed than Picasso’s Demoiselles 

d’Avignon (1907) where the savagely angulated females wear blank or unintelligible 

expressions.  A faint outline can be seen in the upper section, suggestive of one of Constantin 

Brâncuși’s wide-eyed ‘Daniade’ sculptures from around 1918.  Three breasts with prominent 

nipples, one just lightly sketched in, become almost disembodied.  The slanting divisions 

throughout the composition begin to divide the figures and their space into sections.  Weeks 

muses over two conflicting approaches to form, attempting to combine the abbreviated, 

linearities of Picasso’s striated mask-like faces with a more volumetric, sculptural language 

as seen in the central breast.  The working drawing seems to halt when the incompatibility 

hits Weeks - or does it?  Does he merely enjoy nutting out the vagaries of ‘Cubism’, which 

was never a ‘one-size-fits-all’? 

 

Male bodies so rarely become malleable fodder for design values.  In this drawing, a diagonal 

compositional force aligns with a tidy knot of wood to the left and with the rounds of breast, 

nipple and areola.  Weeks’ women, with inclined heads perched on long, Modigliani-like 

necks, might be read in a nonsensical light: they seem to look in resignation at each-other, as 

Weeks tries to organise their breasts.  Yet do these cagey women register a more personal 

Fig.43. Untitled [Two Potters: Pat and Phyllis Perrin], c.1940s  

Oil on board  

420 x 355 mm  

Location unknown. 

Fig.44. Untitled, sold as ‘Cubist Study 

of Two Female Nudes’, 1940s 

Oil on plywood 

420 x 320 mm 

Private Collection, Auckland 
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dimension?  Reputedly there were several, probably overlapping relationships that Weeks had 

with various women, including Louise Henderson, Helen Brown, and Hilda O’Connor, the 

latter a former Elam student, dance instructor, and sometime-housekeeper for Weeks.529  He 

wrote to Henderson over a number of years particularly while she was in Europe in the early 

1950s.530   

 

 
 

 

A study on paper (fig.45, c.1935) relates to the psychological element of Cubist Study of Two 

Female Nudes but employs an entirely different formal language.  It also further demonstrates 

the psychological dimension of Weeks’ oeuvre that has never previously been addressed.  A 

Benin bronze, perhaps a replica, can be seen in a still life by Frances Hunt (Composition, 

1930s, Auckland Art Gallery), suggesting a source for Weeks’ study.  The Oba, rulers of 

Nigeria from the fourteenth to the nineteenth century, grew an exceptional metal-working 

tradition that excelled in naturalistic portraiture.531  Weeks’ Benin Queen with sideways 

glance and slightly pursed lips is not a straightforward study of a bust.  She falls into the 

realm of fantasy.  Her enigmatic eyes seem to implicate the second nose which hangs like a 

bell to the right.  Weeks’ suggestions of volume through light and shade align with those 

emphases promoted at Elam School of Art.  The Queen’s peaked headdress may be striking 

to New Zealand eyes.  To some, it may have historical echoes of the well-known ‘steeple’ hat 

(hennin) of early European female aristocracy.  Despite her lack of body, this young West 

 
529. Ron Stenberg, who had a studio downstairs from Weeks, indicated that both Henderson and Brown regularly visited Weeks in his 

studio in Swanson Street, Auckland Central, though the dates were unclear.  Henderson is not known to have met Weeks until the late 

1940s. Interview with Stenberg, 22 June 2011, Birkenhead, Auckland. 

530. These letters archive register real affection, sweetness, respect and good-will between both parties. Dianne McKegg archive. 

 
 

Fig.45. Untitled [Sold as Ethnic Mask] 

Tempera and pencil on card 

440 x 350 mm 

Location unknown 

Courtesy of International Art Centre 
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African Queen is a conscious, youthful being, whose regal stillness cannot stifle an inner 

alertness.   

 

An eclectic range of Week’s female themes has been considered in seeking to enlarge upon, 

but also widen the story beyond Lhote’s Académie which has had some cachet in Weeks’ 

biography to date.  In the complex picture that emerges, individual images, as in all the 

chapters in this study, also offer their own affects and connotations.  These depart from 

standard emphases on the artist’s perceived contribution to modernism in New Zealand.  

Lhote’s teaching is evident, not merely in compositional construction and certain 

geometricising, Cubist approaches, but in certain poses and motifs, such as architectural 

references.  These figure compositions are not merely an example of Weeks’ interest in 

colour-tone and composition, rather, individual poses can be traced to an art historical 

continuum, echoing, for example, Dürer’s figure of Melancholia or the Venus Pudica.  A 

clear interest in the materiality of media, rhythm, and unified colour, does not obscure the 

performative or connotative stirrings in this imagery.  His most confident nude with ‘attitude’ 

can be found elsewhere in the visual culture of the 1920s and 1930s.  The fashion for sun-

bathing, and contemporaneous advertising and fashion, including hairstyle, are among the 

socio-cultural elements that shed a different light on the representation of women in this 

oeuvre.  His bathers are sometimes variegated in hue: the colour he employs enlarge readings 

beyond matters of formalism.  Their faces are not ‘blank’ but suggest uncanny suggestions, 

such as the heads of mannequins.  In works on paper like Untitled [Women in Landscape] 

there is a greater sense of agency and communality as well as both gestural and geometric 

vocabularies.  These highly diverse pictures offer many readings, including the possibility 

that his most decorative and hermetic compositions of nudes in nature offered Weeks 

immersion in colourful, imaginative worlds far from the War and mundane everyday life.  
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Chapter Six 

 

Weeks and the Still Life 
 

Weeks was one of the most committed still life practitioners in New Zealand art.  He was 

probably the most prolific male exponent of the floral still life (Thomas Arthur McCormack 

[1883-1973] is another contender).  His still life imagery is more formally diverse than other 

subjects in his career and often features exploratory, shifting approaches.  There have been no 

extended texts that explore their formal and figurative complexity and psychological effects.  

Why are Weeks’ best still life paintings compelling, how were they received in his time, how 

do they sit thematically within his oeuvre, and what are their possible biographical 

connections?  An enquiry considering his wide-ranging exploration of this tradition is 

overdue.  With more information and closer visual analysis, socio-cultural and biographical 

elements can be read, and in his most intriguing works, an internal hybridity of formal 

language emerges.  

 

The limited discussion on Weeks’ still life is connected to a larger picture of neglect of the 

genre of still life itself.  Norman Bryson’s formative 1990 publication, Looking at the 

Overlooked: Four Essays on Still Life, was self-described as: ‘...the only up-to-date critical 

work on still life painting in any language,’ however it does not address the modern and 

contemporary still life.532  While historical still life, particularly Dutch, Spanish and 

Impressionist, have long attracted attention, there is still a paucity of analysis on the still life 

genre relative to other genres, though an increase in interest has occurred in recent 

decades.533  Jessica Douglas’ recent master’s thesis chapter (in the context of artist Anne 

Hamblett), Women, Still Life and Flowers, is an unusual local exception.534  Sydney-based 

academic Ann Elias switched her New Zealand research to an Australian topic in her recent 

publication on the still life in her publication, Useless Beauty: Flowers and Australian Art 

(2015).535   

 

 
532. See the back cover of Norman Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked: Four essays on Still life Painting (London: Reaktion Books, 1990). 

533. Contemporary still life is explored in the publication Nature Morte, for example, by Michael Petry.  See Petry, Nature Morte: 

Contemporary artists reinvigorate the Still-Life tradition (London: Thames and Hudson, 2013). 

534. Jessica Douglas, “Piecing the parts together: the art and life of Anne Hamblett (1915-1993),” (Master’s thesis: University of Auckland, 

2017). 

535. Ann Elias, Useless beauty: flowers and Australian art (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015). 
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Still life traditionally occupied the lowliest position in the Academic hierarchy.  Despite this, 

the genre, such as Dutch Baroque still life, excelled at bravura, sensuous performances of 

naturalism shot through with sometimes discreet, sobering, moralising detail; the nature 

morte or vanitas.  Bryson states: ‘perhaps as the genre at the furthest remove from narrative 

[still life] is the hardest for critical discourse to reach.’536  Release from commentary on 

literary, classical or narrative was actually part of the continuing appeal for still life painters 

and its viewers, including modern painters like Weeks.  This, however, does not exclude the 

potential for wide readings which encompass the formal and connotative possibilities of his 

subject.  Still life, for instance, often gives the impression of a shrine and tight relationships 

between objects which are, implicitly, to be worshipped by the eye.  Alternatively, it acts as a 

theatre-stage for supposedly inanimate objects.  The players in this chapter include the 

compote bowl, table, jug, dish, vases, tall dark bottles, roses and rose-like flowers, oranges, 

lemons, apples, fish, musical instruments, an open book, marigold and zinnia-like flowers, 

hand-painted vases, knives, drapery and curtains.  

 

Fruit and Flowers (fig. 1, c.1930, Te Papa) features a bowl of apples, roses, marigold-like 

flowers and a lone orange nasturtium-like flower.  In Fruit and Flowers, Weeks creates 

varying pitches of levity and gravity of feeling through the potencies of colour-tone-light.  

The striking composition with its rising formation references Cézanne’s tilted tables, his 

discrete flat patches of pigment, and planarly fruit.  Francis Pound wryly notes: ‘Cézanne, 

one might say, is the de facto father of ‘modern’ New Zealand painting since it is full – to 

steal a nice contemporary term – of Cézannettes.’537  ‘For the New Zealand modernists of the 

1930s and 1940s,’ Pound adds, ‘…it seemed that modern art in Europe had ended about 

1906.’538  The keen awareness of modern art evident in Weeks’ approach, caused critic 

Roland Hipkins to add a cautionary note to his readers.  He begins with praise: 

 

 

 
536. Norman Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked: Four essays on Still life Painting (London: Reaktion Books, 1990), 9. 

537. Francis Pound, “Emerging abstraction,” New Zealand Home & Building Souvenir Edition: the Newstalk 1ZB 1950s Show (Auckland: 

Associated Group Media: Auckland City Art Gallery, 1992-3), 35.  It is unclear whose ‘term’ is borrowed by Pound. 

538. Pound, “Emerging abstraction,” 35. 
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…art, pure art, is the dominant factor in his two oils…. Both are lyrical and beautiful 

in colour, ingenious and satisfying in structure and design, and disclose a 

comprehension of laws common to both traditional and modern art.539 

However, he deemed them ‘less personal than [Weeks’] earlier work’, ‘racially foreign’ to his 

nature, and that they: ‘…lacked that relation to life which may yet be attained by thinking in 

terms of one's own native country.’540  Truth to the ‘personal’ Hipkins indicates, meant local 

experience, which was found by focusing on and referencing those aspects considered 

distinctive to New Zealand.  There is nothing ‘New Zealand’ about roses and marigolds.  

Weeks glorifies apples and flowers through ‘alien’ abstract formal values, values that shift 

and mutate around the composition.541  

 

   

 

A prominent white rose emerges from the blue vase, like a Cubist sculpture hewn out of 

limestone.  It is more volumetric than the apricot roses, who deferentially turn their faces 

away.  These smaller, reticent blooms contrast with the assertive ‘modern’ rose which 

counters traditional connotations of delicacy.  Elias, for instance, suggests: ‘the blushing rose 

 
539. Roland Hipkins, “New Zealand Academy of Fine Arts Annual Exhibition,” Art in New Zealand 6, no.2 (Dec 1933): 68. 

540. Hipkins, “New Zealand Academy of Fine Arts Annual Exhibition,” 68. 
541 See: New Zealand Art: A Centennial Exhibition/National Centennial Exhibition of New Zealand Art (Exhib. Cat) (Wellington: New 

Zealand Department of Internal Affairs, 1940), 74. 

Fig.1. Fruit and Flowers, c.1930  

509 x 408 mm  

Oil on board 

Exhibited at the Academy of Fine Arts, 

Wellington, in 1933.  

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 
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symbolised the shy, repressed world of good manners.’542  At the lower right, the prone 

orange flower, indeterminate in its identity, points to the nature morte tradition.  Immediately 

bracketing the white rose are two marigold-like flowers which harmonise with the lone 

bloom.  These recur in a number of his still life, including the painting (fig.2, Still Life) 

shown (along with a landscape subject by Weeks) at the National Centennial Exhibition in 

New Zealand from 1939 to 1940.  That rhythmical, Cézanne-inflected still life featured a 

decorated vase and carefully arranged fruit, probably apples – in three groups of three. 543  

Drapery establishes a type of zig-zag movement within the composition.  

 

 

 

Fruit and Flowers [fig.1], however, employs a vertical format.  It blatantly discards 

conventional perspective and encompasses different formal languages.  Abstract 

considerations were not a foreign concern, but ‘personal’ to Weeks, seen here with the play 

of shape, colour-pitch, tone, line, and texture, and the perceptual stimulus and ruptures 

wrought through formal variation.  The striking fabric at the left suggests stiff, crumpled 

paper and narrows inexplicably as it leaves the table’s edge and approaches ‘our’ space.  In 

doing so, it echoes the triangulations of the drapery in the Centennial still life.  Weeks felt 

academic finish and illusionism was a ball-and-chain, hindering true expression.  The 

‘unfinish’ of the right table leg in rich matt brown is like a scrape or tear in the fabric of his 

painting; a didactic absence and thumbing of the nose to literalism.  Another disruption 

appears in the form of a deep brown fissure that seems to advance forward and suspend the 

 
542. Ann Elias, Useless beauty: flowers and Australian art (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015), 12. 

543. The reproduction suggests the light, sketchy approach in some of Samuel John Peploe’s still life, but also flurries of thicker paint 

application in other areas. 

Fig. 2. Still Life [c.1935] 

Location unknown. 

From: New Zealand Art: A Centennial 

Exhibition. 

Plate 333 [n.p] (Whitcomb & Tombs Ltd: 

Wellington: New Zealand Department of 

Internal Affairs, 1940) 
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vessel of fruit in space.  It is supposed to be the tabletop beneath the drapery, but makes no 

rational sense.  There are further engaging disunities: the fabric to the right, for instance, 

changes from warm whites and greys to pinky-grey-mushroom tones with sparing hints of 

blue.  It also lacks the advancing faceted quality seen along the left to middle edge of the 

table.  Rather, it features sketchy black lines.  The accretion, volume, and light effects that 

describe the apples are at odds with the languages of description around them.  The top two 

apple forms seem ‘carved’ as with a blade.  The blue vase, however, has no such planar 

treatment of form.  Weeks meditates ‘out-loud’ over the balance of overall colour, tonal-play, 

and on various approaches to form and texture.  Yet, through his coordination of tones and 

united palette of repeating warm and cool colours, he binds all together.   

 

   

 

In Meyer Schapiro’s essay, The Apples of Cézanne (1968), Cézanne’s apples were explored 

fruitfully.  That is, he expanded the possible perspectives that can be brought to bear on 

Cézanne still life, for example, in terms of the psychological and biographical, rather than 

through the usual formal concerns.544  In turn, recurring marigold-like flowers in Weeks’ still 

lifes of the 1930s may be read as a memory of his North African trip.  The marigold is 

widespread in Morocco.  The writer Pierre Loti repeatedly mentioned the flower with its 

‘acrid odour’ on his own trek into Morocco, such as his reference during 1892 to ‘boundless 

stretches of colzas and marigolds…’.545  Regrettably, Weeks rarely offers poetic descriptions 

of his trip.  But Fruit and Flowers is also notable on a more evident personal level in that it 

features a striking art deco vase by close friend, the painter, potter and rug-maker, Minnie 

White.  The vase has survived [fig. 3].  Fruit and Flowers, then, is a partial homage.  Weeks 

 
544. Meyer Schapiro, “The Apples of Cezanne: An essay on the meaning of still life,” in Modern Art, 19th and 20th Centuries (New York, 

London: George Braziller, Chatto and Windus, 1968), 1-38. 

545. Pierre Loti, Into Morocco, XIV. Thursday, April tenth, 1892 (Chicago; New York: Rand & McNally, 1892), accessed October 17 2014, 

http://www.archive.org/details/cu31924028610081 

Fig. 3. Minnie White (1891- 1984   

Vase, signed on the base, c.1930 

Private Collection, Auckland 

http://www.archive.org/details/cu31924028610081
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literally elevates White’s creation and gives it an excellent likeness; its powdery, painterly 

surface attended to carefully.   

 

Around 1947, Weeks commented on the introduction of pots and vases in still life, revealing 

his own foray into ceramic decoration:  

 

I think it is wise to encourage students to design their own pots and vases and to paint 

some simple motif on them.  It is not difficult to get these made up at any local 

pottery works, and it contributes to the originality of the [still life grouping].  Many of 

my own still life paintings are of pots and vases which I have made from my own 

design.546   

 

White also collaborated with Weeks on rug designs as noted in the final chapter of this 

thesis.547  Like the Bloomsbury Group members: Roger Fry, Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant, 

Weeks enjoyed a ‘trans-media’ approach, producing or designing rugs and pottery, as well as 

the traditional media of painting.   

 

Docking reproduced Weeks’ Fruit and Flowers in 1971, and it was again reproduced in Art 

of Te Papa published in 2009.  In his text on Fruit and Flowers Tony Mackle notes the 

impact of the Scottish colourists on Weeks.548  Stenberg has emphasised the admiration 

Weeks had for them, in particular, Samuel John Peploe (1871-1935), who spent time in 

Paris.549  Fruit and Flowers was on extended display next to Peploe’s Still Life (fig. 4, 

c.1930) in Art at Te Papa.550  Aside from its subject, matt pigment and some pale tonalities, 

 
546. “John Weeks Papers,” RC 2007/8/1/ (F9), lecture notes for “Development of Adult Techniques in Gifted and in Interested Students,” 

pg. 20, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

547. Weeks states: ‘I have a friend in Auckland – a past Elam student – who has become very interested in the use of natural dyes made 

from New Zealand vegetation, and lichens.  She borrowed a small abstract painting of mine, requesting that she might convert it into a rug 

design.’  Lecture notes, ‘Development of Adult Techniques’, RC 2007/8/1 (F9), pg.5.  This is corroborated in Leo King’s study on White: 

‘White’s activities in the applied arts also included rug making, one of which was designed by John Weeks, and …shown at a retrospective 

exhibition of her work in …1979.’  Leo King, “Minnie Frances White: An Art History” (Auckland: Creative Communities N.Z, 2000), 28. 

548. Tony Mackle states of Fruit and Flowers:  ‘Weeks would have been cognisant of this treatment of colour through his familiarity with 

the work of the Scottish Colourists…Fergusson, …Cadell, …Hunter, and …Peploe…’.  His formal analysis is as follows: ‘…the major 

components of the work demonstrate an awareness of post-Impressionist colour.  [These colours are] strategically placed to balance each 

other and the composition.’ Art at Te Papa, 128.   

549. Stenberg felt Weeks was more affected by Samuel Peploe than Lhote, for example: ‘I think John Weeks got more from Sam Peploe 

than he got from anyone at all.’ Interview with Ron Stenberg, 11 June 2011.  

550. They were hung together in Toi Te Papa: Art of the Nation, 27 September 2006 - 23 January 2013, though it is not clear if this was with 

Weeks’ biography and Scottish connections in mind. 
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and the angularities of the roses, Fruit and Flowers, with its diverse languages, is, overall, 

very different to anything by the Colourists.  The juxtaposition was stimulating: it amplified 

the heterogeneity and complexity of Weeks’ Fruit and Flowers and its lack of formal ‘logic.’ 

 

   

 

 

In 1933, Roland Hipkins comments, a little cryptically: 

 

…[T]he art of John Weeks has undergone a considerable change, and records his 

dissatisfaction with visual representational elements...there are few artists who can 

become chameleons without bringing in elements which are racially foreign to their 

nature.551    

 

Hipkins appears to find an apparent discord within the Anglo-New Zealand artist’s nature, a 

falsity fostered by the immersion in cultures or environments not his own, resulting in ‘a 

considerable change’ in his work, including, it seems, a distaste for naturalism. 

 

Pound suggests a type of impurity occurred due to the myriad modern art reproductions that 

drifted to New Zealand:   

 

Removed from their materiality and from the coherence and consistency of their 

various times and places of origin, the world’s art objects were experienced only as 

discarnate iridescences, floating in an ahistorical and immaterial space, in which all 

centuries and styles simultaneously appeared.  It is hardly surprising then, that a 

 
551. Roland Hipkins, “New Zealand Academy of Fine Arts Annual Exhibition,” Art in New Zealand VI, no. 2 (December 1933): 68. 

Fig. 4.  Samuel John Peploe (1871-1931) 

Still Life, c.1930 

Oil on hardboard 

390 x 440 mm 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 
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‘pure’ twentieth-century modernism was seldom achieved in New Zealand.552 

 

Weeks, however, saw a huge amount of both historical and contemporary art in Europe, as 

well as reproductions.  The simultaneity Pound describes can also be conferred of the 

experiences of those artists who travelled from the ‘margins’ to be engulfed by the variety.  It 

was not just ‘modernism’ that was of interest.  Weeks was seemingly as enamoured with the 

frescos of Venice, Rome, and Assisi as with the Italian Futurists at the Venice Biennale of 

1928.  All this art was absorbed by Weeks in idiosyncratic and ‘impure’ ways.553  

 

Were there other paintings close in approach to Fruit and Flowers?  Whereas a changeful 

artist like Picasso has bodies of formal and thematic interest that can be grouped together, 

there is little scope for such coherence with this oeuvre.  Weeks’ still life has been 

contextualised by Cézanne, Post-Impressionism and Cubism; these are loaded art historical 

signposts in ‘provincial’ or ‘peripheral’ art histories.  It is appropriate to contextualise Weeks 

in this way, as he certainly hankered after modern expression.  However, another approach is 

to closely explore his idiosyncratic analysis of complex matters in the terrain between 

figuration and abstraction along with the range of connotations and suggestions wrought by 

subject matter itself. 

 

Watercolour, Daffodils and ‘Home’ 

 

There were key aesthetic forces in New Zealand’s art history that even at such a distance 

from their source were too familiar to be novel or ‘international’ in real terms.  Most New 

Zealand artists, several decades into the twentieth century, were informed by certain British 

aesthetics and culture.  Flowers associated with English gardens and climate were a popular 

subject at society shows, although shapely native flora, like kowhai, featured, too.  The dewy 

glades of England could infiltrate the domestic interior through a represented bouquet, such 

as Daffodils (fig. 5, c.1920), the earliest known still life by Weeks. 

 

 
552. Pound, Invention of New Zealand, 237-8. 

553. The monumental works of so many Renaissance and Italian ‘Primitive’ painters held huge import for many artists in the 1930s and 

1940s, including New Zealander artists, Weeks, Lois White and Rita Angus, and American artist Grant Wood.  Such work, along with that 

of non-European artisans of many periods, was often seen through universalising, modern terms.  The ways in which this appreciation was 

absorbed may not be quantifiable – certainly less so for Weeks than for White. 
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It features a blue and white jug of spring daffodils and a lapis lazulite necklace.  It is a very 

rare still life by Weeks, not only in that it suggests an early production date, but because of its 

close empiricism and attention to the flower’s identity.  His later floral imagery combined 

vagueness with the identifiable, and where identifiable, non-native flowers, often roses.554  

Daffodils as a spring flower had, and still do have, a very English connotation, famously 

ennobled as they were by the Romantic response of poet William Wordsworth.  He saw all of 

nature around him in familiar, intimate terms, including these flowers: ‘[t]ossing their heads 

in sprightly dance.’555  Daffodils, by virtue of their star-like radius and yellow trumpet give 

off sensations of delicate, tender beings leaning their protruding heads forward and 

downwards, their curved and splayed petals connoting a halo, rays of light, or the shape of a 

 
554. While we have no ‘Margaret Preston’ we do have examples like Doris Lusk, who Jessica Douglas notes as using indigenous blooms: 

‘…pohutukawa, kowhai [and] kakabeak’.  Jessica Douglas,“Piecing the Parts Together: the art and life of Anne Hamblett (1915 -1993),” 

(M.A thesis:University of Auckland, 2017), 142. 

555. Rob Pope, The English Studies Book: An Introduction to language, literature and culture (2nd ed), (Routledge: New York; Canada, 

2002), 350. 

Fig. 6.  Minnie White 

Red Hot Pokers, c.1930s  

Measurements unknown   

Watercolour  

Location unknown 

Source:  Leo King, “Minnie Frances White: 

An Art History,” (Creative Communities 

N.Z: Auckland, 2000). 

Fig. 5. Daffodils, c.1920 

Watercolour on paper 

280 x 260 mm 

International Art Centre 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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star.  An anthropomorphism is assumed of all flowers in the English language; we refer to 

‘flower-heads,’ after-all.556   

 

In its medium and format, Daffodils echoes the earlier floral arrangements by Margaret 

Stoddart, such as Spring Flowers, Cornwall (c.1904, C.A.G).  Her subject of luminous 

narcissi and jonquils and twiggy blossom, delivers distinct associations of ‘Home.’  Weeks’ 

still life is an ode, then, to both the domestic, middle-class sphere of home, and ‘Home.’  The 

watercolour conveys a feminine domestic sphere, perhaps a bedroom, made explicit by virtue 

of the necklace.  His still life belongs to the twentieth century vogue for subjects of casually 

elegant ‘Aestheticist’ interiors, which favoured the ‘exotic’ such as Japanese or Chinese 

ornaments and vases.  Whereas Stoddart gave central importance to her flowers and rendered 

their containers plainly, Weeks employs a decorated vase, and a curving lapis lazulite 

necklace upon a shining surface, with a sensitive eye for connotative and formal relationships 

between all elements.  The snaking movement of the necklace, for instance, complements the 

dancing formations of the ‘fictional’ blue flowers on the white vase beneath the ‘real’ 

flowers.  Weeks’ interest in expressive design is clear.  Complementary colours of yellow and 

blue, and curves against geometries, contrast with gentler effects of Stoddart’s early 

watercolours.  In Weeks’ arrangement, a darker geometric patch of inky blue emerges 

between the stems; forming a separate entity.  Another unexpected note is the long leaf which 

folds crisply against the shining surface beneath.  The arabesque of the jug handle and the 

snaking necklace reverberate against this ‘L’ shape.  This folded leaf echoes in both Minnie 

White’s Red Hot Pokers (fig.6, c.1930s) – featuring one of her own modernist vessels, and 

Alice Whyte’s Red Hot Pokers (c.1939, A.A.G). 

 

The English and feminine connotations which emerge from Daffodils are not merely due to 

subject but to medium, too.  While floral content itself attached to notions of femininity, 

watercolour, associated with its flourishing in British art, was often regarded as the territory 

of female amateurism.  Some authors, even in the later twentieth century, sought to sever this 

connotation, as here: 

 

 
556. Perhaps the best-known association of anthropomorphism with the daffodil and the broader genus of narcissus is to be found in the 

Greek myth of Narcissus as found in Ovid’s version Metamorphoses.  Here, a beautiful youth bewitched by his reflection in a pool is 

transformed into a narcissus flower bent over its mirrored image. 
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…Victorians included [watercolour], with sewing and playing the pianoforte, among 

their short list of desirable social accomplishments for young ladies…These tireless 

amateurs...also produced the massive weight of nineteenth-century work on which the 

accusations of fragility and femininity have been founded…No one familiar with the 

work of Girtin, John Sell Cotman, David Cox or Bonington would describe it as 

fragile or feminine.557  

 

In her thesis on New Zealand still life, Ann Elias writes: ‘Flowers and watercolours have 

historically been ascribed feminine qualities…’.558  She also underlines that cultural 

associations shaped the gender divide in use of subject: 

 

…floriculture and the idea of feminine sensibility played a significant role in 

determining that the main exhibitors of flower paintings at Art Societies between 

1880 and 1920 were women…While it is true that European men have always painted 

flowers …New Zealand men, painting before 1940, have not followed this 

example…559   

 

Even if in the minority, New Zealand male specialists in floral still life did exist before 1940, 

and include the older painter Alfred Henry O’Keefe (1858-1941).  Weeks, though, often 

combined the motif of flowers with fruit and other elements.  In terms of the genre at large, 

Julie King and other writers have helped remedy the neglect of Stoddart’s floral subjects in 

watercolour.560  However, flowers as a subject have otherwise been scantily addressed in 

New Zealand art history, and not one critical publication is dedicated to it, or the genre of still 

life at large.  Weeks’ lyrical, ‘feminine’ representation of daffodils and a necklace of semi-

precious stone beads is certainly at odds with the later stereotype of the macho modernist 

artist.  In it, however, we can see those aspects of design, colour and rhythm that continued in 

his later work.   

----- 

 

 
557. Robin Reilly, British Watercolours (London: Charles Letts and Company Ltd, 1974), 7. 

558. Ann Elias, “New Zealand Still Life and Flower Painting, 1880-1940, ” (Doctoral thesis, University of Auckland, 1991), 237.   

559. Elias, “New Zealand Still Life and Flower Painting, 1880-1940,” 237. 
560. Julie King, and Robert McDougall Art Gallery, Flowers into Landscape: Margaret Stoddart, 1865-1934 (Christchurch, N.Z.: Robert 

McDougall Art Gallery: Hazard Press, 1997). 
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In around 1930 Weeks was testing the boundaries of the naturalistic still life the New Zealand 

public was used to.561  The still life subject gave Weeks, as it did so many twentieth century 

artists, the means to focus on colour, shape, tone, pattern and texture with varying degrees of 

attention to empiricism.  Margaret Preston, his Australian contemporary and specialist in still 

life, concluded that the existence of: ‘so many tables of still life in modern painting is 

because they are really laboratory tables on which aesthetic problems are isolated.’562   

 

In a review in 1938, Weeks’ divergent aesthetic investigations, including in still life, were 

noted as follows:   

 

Mr John Weeks has a series of oil paintings in very diverse styles …obviously 

representing various periods of his artistic development.  He provides several 

stimulating glimpses of the Auckland scene, one in formal pattern and another in 

impressionist style being outstanding.  They are harmoniously conceived and 

executed pieces of colour.  His still-life paintings are in keeping with his high 

reputation in this branch of art.563 [my italics]. 

 

The notion that his submissions reflected different phases or ‘periods of his artistic 

development’ is now difficult to either substantiate or disprove.  It is quite possible Weeks 

had also exhibited much earlier examples from his New Zealand period of work from late 

1919 to mid-1923, or examples from his Scottish period and his later travels.  The degree to 

which Weeks explored abstraction or, conversely, the highly empirical, is also impossible to 

establish.  Some commentators, seeing only a fraction of his work soon after his return home 

from Europe, felt Weeks had sensibly avoided ‘modern art’ tendencies.  Some of his North 

African sketches, which were partly topographical, reassured one New Zealand Herald 

reviewer that the returned artist had: 

 

…passed under the influence of many schools of painting, even including the cubist, 

but the illustrations show that he has emerged wholly unscathed by the eccentricities 

 
561. Weeks embarked on a number of still life representations in 1930 as noted by The New Zealand Herald in 1964: ‘It was at this point 

that he began painting the magnificent series of still lifes that rank him as the most creative pictorial architect this country has produced.’  

New Zealand Herald, ‘“Picture of the Week’: “Interior” by John Weeks,”’6th June 1964. 

562. Sydney Ure Smith & Leon Gellert (eds), “Aphorism no.46” in “Margaret Preston: recent paintings,” Art in Australia, Sydney, 1929.  

This, though, is a somewhat tautological or muddled analogy given the table visible in most still life is part of that aesthetic ‘problem.’ 

563. New Zealand Herald, “Fine Paintings: Auckland Society,” 20 May 1938. 
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of much modern work and with a matured art, of which his country may well be 

proud.564   

 

 

   

 

 

 

In fact, Weeks was ‘scathed.’  The ‘formal pattern’ of Still Life with Fruit and Decorated Jar 

(fig. 7, c.1940) belonged to the Cubist still life tradition.  Its splayed arrangement has echoes 

of the more complex geometric and spatial play of The Open Book by Juan Gris (fig. 8), for 

instance.  Weeks’ still life features a winged vase, pink rose, an apple and orange, and an 

open book upon a tilted desk along with a spreading array of abstract shapes.  The painting is 

reductive but sensuous with its areas of modulated or variegated colour and ambiguous 

suggestions of volume and recession.  Echoes of naturalistic light and shade co-exist with the 

abstract, flat, and indeterminate.  The artist was quoted, perhaps in a garbled way: that ‘…it.is 

in a certain light that an idea is conceived (or simply “happens,” because of the light) and is 

executed.’ 565  Natural light, employed in non-rational ways, informed his imaginative 

 
564. New Zealand Herald, “Art Magazines: Two Recent Numbers,” 21 March 1931. 

565. Joy Bartley, “The Man They Couldn’t “Hang,” The New Zealand Observer, 14 April 1938. The article indicates he also painted the still 

life with the Auckland Art Gallery’s directional light in mind. 

Fig. 7.  Still Life with Fruit and Decorated Jar,  

c.1940 

Oil on board 

305 x 406 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

Fig. 8.  Juan Gris (1887-1927) 

The Open Book, 1925 

730 x 920 mm 

Kunstmuseum, Bern. 

https://arthive.com/juangris/works/524080~Open_book [accessed 

November 2018] 

 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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construction.  The geometries beyond this desk spread out, outlined in browns and blues.566  

While a fan’s spreading structure rises and falls with uniform regularity, this strange 

formation is far less predictable.   

 

There is also a sense of the informal throughout the main body of the composition; it is as if 

the composition is partly a ‘doodle’ that has changed tack.  Within the main body of the 

composition, the artist carefully aligned luminous tones, including pale green, grey-lilac, 

mauve, taupe and apricot-pale pink.  Vertical tones of grey-pale almost merge; they suggest 

his intense interest in proximities of tone with musical values.  The round rose with a little 

dark rose-bud ‘mouth’ is reminiscent of the stained glass and other decorative designs of 

Scottish architect, designer and artist, Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1868-1928).  It chimes in 

with the round shapes of the fruit.  Beyond the rose, a blue-rimmed, pale green undulating 

area divided by a seeming crease, suggests a mutant variant of the open book at lower right.  

It is as if the book has enlarged, changed colour and shucked-off lines that signify text.  

‘Beyond’ the table-display, adjacent lines of deep blue, dark orange and red-brown soften the 

armature of horizontal and vertical lines.  The lines of the background are a hallmark of many 

of Weeks’ still lifes and common to Cubist still lifes.  Falling darkness upon the table beyond 

the green apple suggests the upper white geometric area is white through being lit by natural 

light, and yet it contains an internal shady shape of lilac that answers only to the internal 

rhythms and mass arrangement of the picture.  This larger, white geometric shape also echoes 

the opened book.  It seems to fold along a mauve-coloured section before switching course.  

To the right, the dark rounded corner of a rectangle appears to advance forwards and 

downwards in order to support the open book, ending as a lively ‘book-rest’ in sunburst 

formation.  A brown geometric area upon the table brings to mind the desk blotters on old 

business desks, but a small portion swivels from a foreshortened shape to flat pigment 

spreading up the picture plane.  Another oddity, to the lower right edge of the painting, is the 

way the desk is cut across by a curving area that is ambiguously shaded.   

 

The whimsy of the painting contrasts with the intellectual emphases often used to frame 

Weeks’ career.  Did he consciously court the absurd?  What came first in the picture’s 

 
566. Curator Julia Waite writes: ‘In Still Life…circa 1940, a flat backdrop of abstracted objects fan out behind the fruit and jar, which are 

bordered by a series of outlines that contain the composition and have the effect of locking the objects and shapes together.  Design and 

formalism replace the visual illusion and technical virtuosity that had been the historical hallmarks of successful still-life painting.’  

Freedom and Structure: Cubism and New Zealand Art 1930-1960, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki, 2017, 21. 
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sequence of construction; how did it evolve?  A photograph in 1938 of the same still life 

(fig.9) at an earlier stage was reproduced in black and white.  Differences can be spotted, for 

instance, between the original divided tones of the fruit with the more modulated fruit in the 

final painting.  The viewer becomes a painter, in a sense, trying to figure out Weeks’ process 

while contemplating his perceptual puzzle with its rich colour combinations.   

 

 

 

 

 

Another 1930s still life combines the two formal vocabularies discerned by the critic quoted 

earlier: the ‘formal’ and the ‘impressionistic.’567  It is also titled Still Life with Fruit and 

Decorated Jar (fig. 10, c.1938).  The jar in question appears to be an ‘Oriental’ ginger jar, 

seemingly articulated through the geometric language of style moderne; divided down the 

centre.  Whereas Australian painter Dorrit Black’s vessel in The Chinese Statuette (fig.11, 

1929) is divided through smooth harmonic tones, Weeks’ fresh blue and white ceramic jar is 

highly textured, with juicy daubs of paint.  A patch of red-brown provides a bright and 

unexpected accent.  The tilted vessel contains robust bananas, a pear and apple.  A fig and a 

piece of citrus or an apricot take their places on what appears to be drapery.  With 

considerable verve, a stroke arches to echo the concentric movement of the shapely bananas 

and bowl.  A spiraling rhythm compels the eye to this fruity offering.  Its concentric energy is 

reminiscent of Black’s propeller-like plant in the linocut The Pot Plant (fig.12, 1933 

 
567. New Zealand Herald, ‘Fine Paintings’, 20 May 1938. 

Fig. 9.  Still Life with Fruit and Decorated Jar (in an earlier state) 

Reproduced in: Joy Bartley,  

“The Man They Couldn’t “Hang,”  

The New Zealand Observer,  

14 April 1938. 
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Fig.11. Dorrit Black (1891-1951) 

The Chinese statuette, 1929 

552 x 382mm 

Oil on canvas on board 

Acquired with the support of the Art Gallery Society of 

NSW through the Dagmar Halas Bequest 2014 

Art Gallery of New South Wales     

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Fig. 10.  Still Life with Fruit and Decorated Jar, c.1938 

Tempera on board 

302 x 406 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki, purchased 1938 

Fig. 13. Margaret Preston 

(1875-1963) 

Aboriginal flowers, 1928  

Oil on canvas 

Gift of the Art Gallery of South 

Australia Foundation 1981 

Art Gallery of South Australia, 

Adelaide  

 

 

 
 

Fig. 12. Dorrit Black (1891-1951) 

The Pot Plant, 1933 

Ink on paper (linocut) 

306 x 190 mm 

Source: Centre for Australian Art: Australian 

Prints + Printmaking 

http://www.printsandprintmaking.gov.au/wor

ks/31646/images/680/ 

 Image 

redacted. 

http://www.printsandprintmaking.gov.au/works/31646/images/680/
http://www.printsandprintmaking.gov.au/works/31646/images/680/
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Black was inspired by the popular theory of Canadian-American Jay Hambidge (1867-1924).  

Hambidge devised a theory of compositional rules based on dynamic symmetry as 

supposedly modeled by the early Greeks.  Grace Crowley deemed his writings as 

complementary to Lhote’s teaching on the Golden Section.568  It is likely Weeks knew of 

Hambidge, too.  Certainly, his composition is a very carefully constructed design, despite the 

suggestive spontaneity of the more gestural, painterly moments.  In contrast, Margaret 

Preston, who also engineers curving rhythms with bananas and a bowl (fig. 13, Aboriginal 

flowers, 1928), makes all her shapes incisive and graphic.  However, Weeks, often sought 

hybrid effects, and here combines the loose and sketchy, the volumetric, and the textural, 

with incisive flat line and colour.   

 

Weeks’ teetering, revealing fruit bowl seems to cast a shadow onto the abstract backdrop.  

His still lifes often feature ambiguous areas of shade, and as noted of the previous still life, 

natural light sources and effects informed even the most abstract of his conceptions.  Mackie, 

speaking of another work, the brash Yellow Jug (c. 1950, Te Papa), states:  

[the] division of dark and light areas of cold and warm planes… creates a light that is 

difficult to trace from any logical source, and is a technique akin to that of Braque’s, 

from whom Weeks no doubt derived the idea.569   

This comment seems to refer to light values internal to the picture through advancing and 

receding colour.  However, suggested observed realities of sunlight and cast shadows could 

also play a role in Week’s picture-making.  In the still life above, Weeks explores multiple 

values, including the use of dark shadows against light areas, the ambiguities of figure and 

ground, and the abstract luminosity of an advancing egg-yolk yellow.  At the left edge, a slim 

dark curtain-like stretch of crisscrossed lines gestures at pattern, but does not quite arrive at 

that designation.  It causes the adjacent yellow to push forward, only to be held in check by 

overlapping greyish-blue splotches that prevent greater clamour.  A daub of mauve-grey 

(fig.14) lies beneath and the greyish, dirty white is even more restrained and neutralising.  

Weeks’ notes advise: ‘Let us take a triad of colours, say red-emerald-lemon yellow [and] 

place these inharmonious colours on a canvas – in flat areas – they will shriek – but put 

 
568. Dianne Ottley, Grace Crowley’s Contribution to Modernism (Cambridge Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars, 2010), 3. 

569. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 113. 
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neutral greys around them [and] a mixture of white and black in certain spots…and the 

discord will diminish’.570   

 

 

 

The composition’s dark outlines are one hallmark of Weeks’ post-1930 oeuvre.  Industry, 

1936, shares similar dark outlines and outlined bright colour in the form of the crucible.  In 

the still life, the colour fields in the upper right section are an unusual pairing in yellow and 

pink.  The combination of glowing colour and dark outline is suggestive of stained-glass 

design. Several compositional designs for stained glass, suggestively religious in theme, were 

sighted whilst cataloguing an assortment of Weeks’ estate.571  Throughout the composition 

these flat dark lines, which are both recessive in nature and signifiers of the picture plane, act 

as a delineating foil against the colour, advancing colour and volume of the apple and pear.  

Weeks’ tapering, conical fig adheres itself to a curious, outlined shape.  It is as if the artist 

wished to reduce it to the statement by Cézanne, to ‘treat nature by the cylinder, the sphere, 

the cone.’572 

 
570. Weeks’ un-catalogued notes, quoted in Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks”, 172. 

571. A mosaic-like painting called St John (1940s, Waikato Museum) further suggests this was more than a passing interest.   

572. John Adkins Atkinson has queried the widespread interpretation of Cézanne’s thoughts.  He states: ‘It is a statement often misquoted, 

rarely quoted, and when quoted, almost never given in its entire context.  Here is what [Cézanne] says: ‘May I repeat what I told you here: 

treat nature by the cylinder, the sphere, the cone, everything in proper perspective so that each side of an object or a plane is directed 

towards a central point.’  Atkinson underlines the absence of the word ‘cube’ which has often been included in the sentence.  He suggests 

the influential quote was, in fact, referring to traditional methods of analysis, rather than incipient Cubism, and that, ‘[j]ust why he wrote 

what he did can be dismissed to an endnote.’  Richardson, ‘“Multiple Viewpoint” Theory of Early Modern Art,” The Journal of Aesthetics 

and Art Criticism 53, no. 2 (Spring, 1995): 130.  

Fig.14. detail,  

Still Life with Fruit and 

Decorated Jar 
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However, Weeks’ composition can also be considered from a wider perspective than through 

the formal-abstract means by which he is normally contextualised.  The bananas, the most 

naturalistically rendered of the fruit, might be read as localist in connotation given their likely 

source in the Pacific islands; the 1930s saw the rise of Pacific plantations.573  Traditional 

associations with Christian theology may come to mind when a fig is introduced to a still life, 

but what else might have come to Weeks’ mind?  Figs took root in New Zealand, brought by 

European settlers, but this distinctively scented fruit was also affordable and prolific in 

Morocco where it is an ancestral plant.  The fig tree with its distinctive scent provided shelter 

for the pair of artists whilst on foot in Morocco.574  Despite fig trees growing in Auckland 

gardens, for instance, it is rare to find figs represented in New Zealand art history in any 

period.  Melvin Day included the fruit in his later, sparing, suggestively nocturnal still life 

dominated by gauzy white table tops, the latter reminiscent of Weeks’ own use of white.575   

 

The Extended Still Life: Interior and Kitchen Interior  

 
Two representations of interiors by Weeks extend the notion of the still life.  The first, 

Interior (fig.15, 1930), was one of his most autobiographical works and a rare extended still 

life.  In 1964, Interior was featured in The New Zealand Herald, and described, presumably 

with advice from the artist, as ‘…a variation on a still life’.  The editorial continues that the 

‘…magnificent series of still lifes’ the artist started on his return to New Zealand, ‘…rank 

him as the most creative pictorial architect this country has produced.’576  The phrase 

‘pictorial architect’ is lifted from Westbrook’s description in Weeks’ Retrospective catalogue 

of 1955.577  Indeed, Interior demonstrates the compelling and analytical compositional 

control that Weeks became known for.  Yet this scene reads in ways that are more than the 

sum of its formal parts.  Interior is not simply an extended still life but an extended self-

 
573. ‘Beginning in the 1930s, banana plantations migrated from the humid Caribbean of Central America and Colombia to the more arid 

Pacific lowlands…’.  John Soluri, “Empire’s Footprint: The Ecological Dimensions of a Consumers’ Republic,” OAH Magazine of History 

25, no.4 (2011): 18. 

574. During an arduous trek in the Atlas Mountains Weeks writes: ‘Our feet had by this time got very sore so we found a place under some 

fig trees and soon fell fast asleep’.  Artist’s letter to family, from Marrakesh, April 14, 1928. John Weeks Archive, E.H.McCormick 

Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

575. Day’s Still Life with Fish and Figs, 1983, is one example. 

576. ‘Picture of the Week’: “Interior” by John Weeks,’ New Zealand Herald, 6 June 1964. 

577. John Weeks: a retrospective (exhibition catalogue), Auckland City Art Gallery and Auckland Society of Arts, 1955.  
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portrait.  It is an announcement of sorts.  Whether an affirmation to himself or a public visual 

calling card, it states: ‘John Weeks is back at home in New Zealand.’578 

 

  

 

The home he represents has a middle-class quality, is homely but ‘respectable,’ and is 

suffused with light.  Interior has the appearance of both geometric order and an informal 

domestic scene.  Soft green and mauve, and saturated red-orange, offer striking colour 

combinations.  A walking stick, probably William Weeks Senior’s, lies at an incisive 

diagonal against a black and white boater hat upon a swathe of flat red.  Forthright and 

jaunty, the stick lines up with the creases of the outdoors coat slung over the chair.  The 

assertive device rhymes with the shade seemingly cast by the piano and aligns with shadow 

falling in the next room.  Many dark wooden legs feature in this picture, staking out a visual 

journey from one space to the next.  The squat, truncated item with curved legs visible 

through the door is faintly anthropomorphic in effect.   

 

Weeks’ floral still life genre is nodded at in the background.  Indoor and outdoor pursuits and 

the public and the private are suggested, and his formal means enhance them.  The piano, 

although a common form of entertainment among all classes, is also a didactic cue.  It points 

 
578. Weeks did not rush to exhibit the work, however.  Though painted in 1930, it was shown at the Auckland Society of Arts in 1933 and 

purchased and given by the Society the following year to the Auckland Art Gallery. 

Fig.15. Interior, 1930 

Signed and dated l.l, 

Oil on board 

609 x 476 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki, gift of the 

Auckland Society of Arts, 1934. 
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to his artistic beliefs in compositional and colour orchestration; as one journalist noted in 

1938, ‘…he’ll usually give you the simile of music to show you what he means by 

harmony.’579  Interior visualises the detritus of home, but also spells out aesthetic 

preoccupations.  Few though, would have made the explicit connection between the 

orchestration of colour and line with the pointed presence of the open piano, its keys lined up 

in parallel with other diagonals in the composition.  Weeks strongly alludes to the widespread 

notion of the musicality to be found in formal values, but the interest in orchestrated elements 

also extended to his actual, physical surroundings.  Palette, the short-lived Elam student 

magazine, reported in 1934, on the teacher’s family home: ‘…the whole of its interior 

decoration scheme [was] planned and executed by Mr. Weeks.’580  That shown in Interior, is, 

presumably, a representation of the home he lived in with his father, mother, and sister in 

Northcote. 

 

Interior roused viewers when exhibited.  A New Zealand Herald writer described it: 

 

The picture, which has attracted much attention from visitors to the exhibition, is a 

striking and most original piece, of work.  It represents an ordinary chair with a 

brilliant scarlet seat, upon which rest a man's straw hat and a walking stick. …The 

whole is remarkable for skillful design and fine organisation of colour, which make an 

everyday subject highly interesting.581 

 

The painting invited the contemporary viewer to see a middle-class everyday interior as out- 

of-the-ordinary through the compelling organisation of composition and colour.  Interior has 

echoes of Francis Cadell’s representation of fine homes, but without the relative polish of 

Cadell’s later canvases.  These spartan but salubrious domestic interiors are often naturalistic 

in spatial perspective and figuration, but with areas of flat, bright colour.  Like Cadell, Weeks 

repeats verticals and diagonals using lines of wallpaper, door edges, furniture and floor detail.  

However, Weeks places subtle planar to triangulated shadows across the walls, shapes which 

are repeated in the orange-red picture on the wall, perhaps a painting by the artist or a modern 

art reproduction.  The centrally-placed area of virtually unmodulated bright red upon which 

 
579. Joy Bartley, “The Man They Couldn’t Hang,” The New Zealand Observer, 14 April 1938. 

580. Palette, no.4 (April 1934), 18. 

581. ‘Picture for the City: Work by John Weeks; Art Society’s Gift,’ New Zealand Herald, 8 May 1934.  
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the hat sits, nods to Cadell, Peploe and, ultimately, Matisse.582  The black and white graphic 

quality of the boater hat bounces off this bright cushion at the converging point of several 

compositional lines.   

 

The combination of traditional furniture design against the severe and geometrical in Interior, 

however, echoes Charles Sheeler’s Home Sweet Home (1931, The Detroit Institute of Arts, 

not illustrated).  In the latter, the homespun and vernacular are engineered into a sharply tilted 

perspective but the homely associations fail to soften the implicitly mechanical, sharp 

treatment.  While Weeks’ domestic subject also contains the same tension, it has a further, 

seeming contradiction: he avoids precise, careful delineation and instead insists on the 

material nature of his medium through a somewhat sketchy treatment.  In the foreground, a 

dark rug seems to dwindle away at the edges – left ‘unfinished.’583  The ‘slick’ repelled 

Weeks.  He summed up his views on this in 1947. 

 

I believe technical skill is much overrated in painting and that the not unnatural desire 

to emulate closely the appearance of nature usually forces the medium beyond its 

limits - and frequently ends in superficiality.  Nature is nature and must be accepted 

as such.  That paint is pigment and has its very definite limitations.  Best results are 

obtained when these limitations are observed and respected.584   

 

This general ethos is evident in his followers’ works: the Toles, Wallis and Day, in particular, 

but also the 1940s imagery by Helen Brown.   

 

Interior includes a Queen Anne-style piece of furniture visible outside the internal door.  It 

could reference an heirloom brought to New Zealand on the family’s departure from 

Devonshire.  In the next room, a brown vase or pot with orange-red flowers sits on a simple 

wood plant stand.  The undulating black shape hanging off this table is a discarded bow-tie.  

It brings to mind the motifs of Peploe and Cadell who often included the black sash of fans, 

or a black ribbon against swathes of white drapery.  This provided graphic punch to their 

 
582. Interior has echoes of Peploe’s extended still life imagery such as Interior with Japanese Print, with its casually placed hat and 

fashionable Japanese artwork.   

583. There is a porous divide between his ‘unfinished’ and ‘finished’ works, given his habitual use of sketchy mark-making, thin application 

of paint, and areas left with minimal detail. 
584. Howard Wadman (ed), “John Weeks,” Yearbook of the Arts. no.3, 1947, 30. 
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arrangements along with a signifier of the feminine.  Weeks uses his own masculine personal 

accessory; in almost every photograph of the artist, he sports a loose black tie, which by the 

late 1950s, was a looser, more informal style judging by Alison Pickmere’s portrait of Weeks 

(1956, Alexander Turnbull Library).  The undone tie alongside fallen flower bud nods to the 

longstanding tradition of the vanitas floral still life.  His bow-tie whispers a wry commentary 

on the middle-class entertainments of his own life, perhaps one understood to be fleeting.585   

 

While Interior was received well, one reviewer, five years after this was painted, expressed 

doubts over the formal vocabulary the artist used in other works.  Richard Anschutz, lecturer 

in Philosophy at the Auckland University College, seems to want to coax Weeks into one 

course of action: 

 

Mr. Weeks’ art is essentially of the non-vital geometrical kind like that of Cézanne…. 

and roses don't seem to live in that atmosphere, or at least not with the vitality that 

Mr. Weeks wishes to leave them.  Walking sticks and straw hats fit in much better.586 

 

While flowers, and specifically, roses, the writer feels, are not the appropriate subject for the 

‘geometrical,’ the objects of Interior did appeal to Anschutz with their architectural 

emphases.  In 1933, Archibald Fisher, head of Elam School of Art, was slightly reserved 

about Interior: ‘[It is] a strong piece of painting.  Nevertheless, I am sure Mr Weeks will 

agree with me when I say that it is not very characteristic of his present work and outlook.’587  

Unfortunately, Fisher does not describe Weeks’ ‘outlook’ at the point of writing.  How was 

Interior atypical, and what else had Fisher seen?  Perhaps, he was only aware of those that 

Weeks opted to show him.  

 

 
585. Such allegory can be found in the cryptic still life, An Empty Glass (1930, NGA), by Australian George Lambert.  This features a floral 

arrangement, ripe fruit, white gloves, empty glass and a prone champagne bottle.  Lambert’s last still life, suggests, among other meanings, a 

reflection on a hedonistic lifestyle of elegant means subject to universal laws of brevity. 
586. Richard Anschutz, Auckland Star, “Further Comments; New Paths and Old; Some Preferences,” 13 May 1935. 

587. Archibald Fisher, “Auckland Society of Arts Annual Exhibition,” Art in New Zealand 6, no. 4 (June 1934): 198. 
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Kitchen Interior (fig.16, 1930s), a very different extended still life, is rendered in what Weeks 

would have understood as an Impressionistic approach.  In this little oil painting, the loose 

impression of a slightly disheveled kitchen might have been too indeterminate for Fisher had 

he seen it.  Kitchen Interior has neither the strong, repeating directional lines of Interior, nor 

the bright colour.  The scene is dim, intimate, and suggests direct observation rather than 

careful, calculated construction.  Kitchen Interior offers a restrained palette that brings to 

mind the early, looser paintings of Cadell, and Peploe.  The use of blacks and whites against 

bright accents was a device seen in many of Peploe’s Manet-inflected still lifes of around 

1905.   

 

The painting could date to as early as Weeks’ Edinburgh period from 1923 to 1925, but then 

again, it may be a representation of the family’s kitchen at Northcote from as early as 1929.  

A bunch of yellow flowers, suggestive of daffodils (fig.17, detail) in what appears to be an 

old milk bottle, hint at the time of year, if not the year itself.  The flowers on long stalks, 

inelegantly plonked in milky water, gladden the kitchen with a note of organic optimism.  

The light-absorbing whiteware glows behind a dark diagonal of a kitchen table suggesting 

both the artist’s directional gaze into the scene, as well as ours.  A palpable sense of intimate 

space and immediacy is conveyed by the implied proximity of the viewer and artist.  The 

Fig.16.  Kitchen Interior, 1930s 

Oil on board 

317 x 252mm 

Private Collection, Auckland 

 

Fig.17.  Detail. Kitchen Interior 
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green-tinged white kitchen stove is the most dominant form in the picture.  The coffee 

percolator, kettle, yellow flowers, kitchen table corner, and frying pan are some of the other 

objects that ring out. Rousing reds and oranges are introduced in unlikely places, such as the 

striated ‘thatched’ area at the lower left.  This scene feels personal in a different way to the 

greater formality – in both senses, of Interior.  Personal and public significance, as well as 

more metaphysical-aesthetic concerns, are conveyed in the former, whereas direct 

observation of domestic detritus is suggested in the unglamorous kitchen interior. 

 

The kitchen scene is rare in New Zealand art.  Stewart Maclennan (1903-1973), artist and 

Director of the then National Gallery in Wellington, noted this absence in his Oxford 

University Encyclopaedia entry on New Zealand art in 1966.588  His reasoning, however, is 

criticised memorably twenty-seven years later by Ron O’Reilly.  Maclennan’s commentary 

was reminiscent: ‘…of the art society critic: arch, condescending …before the Philistines.’589  

O’Reilly suggests the ‘Philistine’ is actually Maclennan: 

His instances, e.g… ‘Kitchens are efficient rather than picturesque’, reveal that Mr 

Maclennan shares the widespread fallacy that the artist's concern is to render what is 

picture-like or paintable in itself; a little reflection will show that such things are 

picturesque because they have been successfully realised in art already.590 

Weeks had explored the very subject of the kitchen in The Group’s exhibition in Christchurch 

in 1948.591  Curiously, MacLennan had also exhibited; his works were listed immediately 

after Weeks’ submissions which included The Old Kitchen Stove.  This may well be the 

painting I have discussed above.  The ‘old’ stove of the exhibited painting hints at nostalgia.  

The artist’s understanding of the kitchen as a picturesque theme counterpoints his 

contemporaneous interest in machine-age modernity.   

 

Weeks’ two, markedly different, interior scenes with still life objects invite the question of 

what qualifies as a still life.  Still lifes tend to have a stagey, close, hermetic quality: the space 

is so often delimited by curtains, walls or other confinements, with a focus on a group of 

 
588. Stewart Bell Maclennan, “Art in New Zealand: Survey, trends, and influences, 1938 to present,” Encyclopaedia of New Zealand 1 

(Wellington: Government Printer, 1966), 89. 

589. Ron O’Reilly, “Art & the Encyclopaedia (1),” Ascent: A Journal of the Arts in New Zealand 1, no.1 (1967): 62. 

590. O’Reilly, “Art & the Encyclopaedia (1),” 63. 

591. Group Show 48 (Christchurch: Caxton Press, 1948), n.p. 
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objects.  Determining whether an interior is a still life-proper or an extended still life, or 

whether the interior scene has no claim to the still life genre at all, may come down to this 

staged quality and focus.  George Braque, who Weeks mentioned several times, determined 

the still life had to be within ‘reach’.  He stated: 

 

… When a still life is no longer within reach, it ceases to be a still life... For me that 

expressed the desire I have always had to touch a thing, not just to look at it.592 

 

However, degrees of abstraction, in both the still lifes of Braque and Weeks, might be argued 

to reduce the sense of tactility suggested above.  Similarly, the strangely configured drapery, 

truncated at the picture’s edge in Te Papa’s Fruit and Flowers, discussed earlier, exemplifies 

a ‘push-pull’ that occurs in Weeks’ still life.  Despite its seeming proximity to the viewer in 

space, his cropped drapery pushes us away in that it refuses to adhere to the naturalistic 

illusionism of the more traditional still life.  There are many examples by Weeks where there 

is both the sense of proximity to a represented form, and the ‘remote’ or abstract.  And while 

he advised trainee art teachers that the orchestrated composition was more important than 

articulation of individual objects in a grouping, this very tension between the two impulses 

exists in his own oeuvre.  He warns: 

 

If we are not careful we shall find ourselves painting the objects individually instead 

of collectively, in other words we shall end up by having a painting of the objects 

rather than one of a group of objects as a unified whole.593 

 

Many of his own still life subjects exist somewhere between design and observed realities.  

Others suggest little sense that an observed group of objects had been a catalyst; instead, 

imagination and memory of motifs prevail.  One that balances precariously in between these 

possibilities is Still Life: Flowers (fig.18, c.1940).  Within the composition, formal and 

descriptive contradictions prevail.  The painting suggests different stages of fruition and a 

perhaps fitful, experimental process.594  This still life seems on the verge of tipping into our 

own space; the table corner in the hue of a red wine stain seems to disintegrate before us.  A 

 
592. Richard Friedenthal, Letters of the Great Artists-From Blake to Pollock 2 (New York: Random House, 1963), 264. 

593. Weeks’ lecture notes for ‘Development of Adult Techniques’, E. H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o 

Tāmaki, 2007/8/1 (F9), J.W.A, pg.19. 

594. His compositions often suggest experimental changes of tack or interruptions in cogitation – perhaps with several years in between. 
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brown ceramic vessel bearing pink flowers and yellow roses looms large.  A more naturalistic 

description of volume and lustre is seen in the brown pot than elsewhere in the composition.  

It glistens, lit as by natural light.  

 

 

 

 

An ambiguous relationship is set up between such three-dimensional description and the 

flatter areas around it.  The prominent yellow rose caressed by pink tones does not glisten.  

Like the white rose of Fruit and Flowers, it is sculptural in comparison with the other flowers 

in the vase, and advances propeller-like with intent towards us.  Pinks ranging from tones of 

plum with varying quantities of white added are amplified by green ranging from khaki to 

eucalyptus.  The yellow rose breaks up this pairing of greens and pinks in the sense that 

yellow does not appear throughout the composition.  The colour trumpets alone.  The green 

flourish behind the flowers suggests tropical leaves; the design is somehow part of the 

bouquet and yet set apart in butterfly-wing fashion.  An isolated red rose (there are no red 

blooms in the arrangement) rests on a vague representation of drapery.  A tall, brooding black 

bottle slots into and forms the shape of the ceramic jar; it seems to exist in order to describe 

the jar.  There are hints here of Weeks exploring partially elided or unequivocal space and, 

there are references to this, with drawings, in his notes on Le Corbusier’s designs.595   

 
595. John Weeks Archive 2007/8/1, Folder 6 (various writings and teachings on art), E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art 

Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

Fig. 18. Still life: Flowers, c.1940  

Oil on board  

400 x 305 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 



 

260 

 

 

Weeks’ copious teaching notes include the following comment:  

 

I am seeking …the individuality and personality of the student – in self expression 

both in idea and colour and have no desire to tie anyone down to a specific choice or 

method.596   

 

His own experiment using the ‘laboratory’ of the still life shows the artist navigating between 

the empirical, and the exploratory and the imaginative.   

 

Weeks has been known in various ways, including as a colourist, a formalist, a modernist, a 

Post-Impressionist, and a purveyor of colourful North African pastels, but his recurring 

interest in nocturnal qualities across his themes is as notable as any perceived style or 

method.  The floral still life has great potential for the theatrical as demonstrated by Baroque 

Dutch and Spanish painters.  In New Zealand, Margaret Stoddart used soft dark surrounds to 

enhance her luminous blooms, and Alfred O’Keeffe also placed his sensuously painted still 

life within a dark atmosphere.597  Weeks courted mysterious and dramatic effects, too.  In one 

nocturnal example, Still Life with Centaurea Leaves (fig.19, c.1947), the silvery-white foliage 

splays out expansively towards us.  The dark background helps push the subject forward; life 

emerges from the shadows.  There is no domestic context, instead the flower arrangement 

with fruit exists on a small stage as if under cinematic lighting. 

 

 
596. John Weeks Archive, RC 2007/8/1, F.6, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

597. See for instance Stoddart’s First Flowers of Spring (c.1902, Christchurch Art Gallery) and Alfred O'Keeffe, Still Life: Roses and Arum 

Lilies (1906, Auckland Art Gallery). 
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A tear-drop shaped piece of yellow fruit rhymes whimsically with hanging berries.  Yellow 

daisy-like shapes and more impressionistic, vaguer floral forms speak to Weeks’ continuing 

interest in mere suggestion and generality, rather than floricultural certainties and clarity.  

Mackie states:  

 

…a beautiful still life work painted in c.1947… exemplifies Weeks’ progress – 

however unconscious – towards the painting of abstractions…. With the exception of 

Weeks’ sensitive attention to the subtle greys of the easily identifiable Centaurea 

leaves, his tendency to abstraction is clearly apparent for no other flowers are 

identifiable.598 

It is not quite clear what Mackie’s word ‘unconscious’ means, but the suggestion that Weeks 

was ‘unconsciously’ progressing towards total abstraction oversimplifies matters to the point 

of error.  Were they simply explorations where open-endedness, abbreviation and vagueness 

are part of the analysis?  Certainly, he was preoccupied with near abstract experimentation in 

mid to late 1940s and early 1950s.  That does not mean he worked consistently in that vein, 

but rather, he oscillated between degrees of figuration and the abstract.  For example, the 

symbolic Genesis, addressed in the last chapter is cryptic but representational, and probably 

dates to the late 1940s, as do many other figurative subjects.  The Fire likely disrupted his 

train or trains of thought, too, causing him to review and try to renew previous works; a task 

 
598. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 126. 

Fig. 19.  Still Life with Centaurea Leaves, c.1947  

Mixed media on board 

Measurements not available 

Formerly in the collection of Dorothy Morton. 

Morton Family Collection, Australia 
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he inevitably abandoned, according to Day.599  

 

    

 

Weeks did not necessarily see his representational imagery as distinct from abstraction.  

Linda Tyler observes: 

 …his interest in design is not restricted to his abstracts and can be seen in the tension 

between the decorative surface and figurative elements in his still-life, landscape and 

figure compositions.600   

Such tension is found in Untitled (fig.20, c.1940), which was unthinkingly titled Summer 

Bouquet after Weeks’ death.  Weeks painted many ‘bouquets’: this is not one of them.  The 

title’s ‘off-ness’ sets up an immediate discrepancy, stimulating the mind into closer analysis.  

The primary definition of a bouquet is a bunch of arranged flowers.  The flowers and implied 

organic detritus here, however, suggest strewn flowers upon dark earth.  Yet, the colour-

 
599. The extent of how hard Weeks tried to remember and ‘re-do’ works is unclear but he gave up trying to do so.  Day stated to the author: 

‘[His oeuvre] is all a bit confusing because of the fire at Elam, and it was his intention, he told us, to re-do the work he lost. …No, he didn’t 

[succeed].  I think it defeated him in the end.’ Melvin Day in interview with author, 31 July 2013, Seatoun, Wellington. 

600. Linda Tyler, An Exhibition, including Figure Composition I:The Still Point of New Zealand Modernist Painting; ‘John Weeks’ 

Decorative Designs,’ (ed.) Christina Barton, Exhibition series: “Manufacturing meaning: The Victoria University of Wellington Art 

Collection in Context, 22 September 1999 - 31 January 2000,” (Wellington: Victoria University, 1999), u.p. 

Fig. 20, Untitled 

Oil on board 

340 x 300 mm 

Private Collection, Auckland 
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forms simultaneously suggest the effect of being suspended in vertical space floating before 

us, as well as lying on a support as seen from above.  The painting offers a sensuous, 

generous application of paint rare in Weeks’ surviving works.  It features loose painting, but 

upon closer attention, also ordered architectural tendencies, such as a little curved, carved-out 

shape at the lower left.  A slightly self-conscious dance emerges.  Directional lines perhaps 

intended to suggest plant stems, enforce a structure and movement through and around the 

composition.   

The ambiguous and lively play of paint Weeks deploys creates a fluctuating quality which 

renders background and foreground unstable.  A striated imprint activates the painting’s 

surface, most visible in the top and bottom area and to the upper middle left.  It railroads over 

the carnation-like flower at the lower edge.  These areas of imprinted texture upon wet 

pigment trample upon some of the gestural marks and implied figuration, creating a light 

buzz upon the surface of the picture.  Weeks roves from the more closely empirical to the 

indeterminate and impressionistic.  Two pink roses or peonies and a prominent white daisy, 

the latter modeled with lights and darks, are the flowers most immediately familiar.  Deep 

purple blue strokes might suggest violets.  A red-orange bud distinguished by a spiral of 

yellow paint suggests the tight furl of a ranunculus bud.  The emphatic white daisy, the least 

vague form, is tinged with directional light with petals outstretched.  It owns its central space 

and offers the positive and life-affirming connotations of its open stance; somewhat 

equivalent to the open body language of a human, its ‘person’ oriented slightly to the 

viewer’s left.   

Has Weeks’ preoccupation with floral still life, and the latter’s association as feminine, 

affected his status in New Zealand’s history of hetero-masculinist art criticism?  A.R.D 

Fairburn’s reference to: ‘…sordid little flower pieces’, in a society show, supports the 

suspicion that Weeks’ own floral subjects were appraised with some ambivalence.  Fairburn 

whilst praising, also lightly complains that the artist showed: 

 

…a tendency to insist too much on beautiful colour as an end in itself.  A greater 

astringency would be welcome.  He is one of our finest painters, but his tooth is 

sometimes too sweet for my liking.601   

 

 
601. A.R.D Fairburn, “Auckland Society of Arts Show,” Art in New Zealand 16 (June 1944), no.4, 14 -17, 14. 
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Such uneasiness about chromatic decadence was later met head on in the twentieth century.  

For some time now, the decorative has been embraced, and the history of its reception, 

problematised.  However, Weeks also produced still lifes that were rather less sensuous in 

treatment and use of colour, as noted next.   

 

 

Cubist Legacies, Klee, Clay, and the Conceptual Still Life 

 
 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Several of Weeks’ still lifes did not feature flowers.  Still Life with Jug, Vase and Plate 

(fig.21. c.1950s), a striking collage, is completely different to his dark, painterly evocations 

of flowers.  The casual viewer would be forgiven for believing it was by a different artist.  

However, Weeks’ geometricising approach ran alongside his ‘Impressionistic’ concerns.  

This crisp, architectonic composition of household items is constructed of paper, including 

marbled paper and wallpaper.  In a rhythmical design informed by the fertile ground of 

Cubism, the artist has neatly engineered segments of papers, both plain and patterned, into 

elegant, sometimes eclipsing, shapes.  We recognize a vase, jug, bottle and a dish placed on 

Fig. 21. Still Life with Jug, Vase, 

and Plate, c.1950s 

Collage on paper  

305 x 364 mm  

Private Collection, U.S.A 
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the tilted table, though three flat circular shapes have multiplied from the idea of the ‘plate’ 

and congregate in frontal fashion, partly eclipsed.  These shapes bring colour wheels to mind.  

A multi-yellow-toned disc merges with a blue-toned sphere.  In doing so, the overlapping 

zone playfully turns green in response, as if ‘blended’ from the meeting of two primary 

colours.  Paradoxically, the still life nods to the Purism of Amédée Ozenfant (1886-1966) and 

Le Corbusier (1918-1925) and their ascetic, scientific approaches informed by industrial 

design, but also the more collaged and decorative elements of Synthetic Cubism developed 

by Braque and Picasso in 1912.  A further association is textile design around the mid-

century (fig.22).602   

 

 

 

 

 

 

His studio training under Lhote is often noted in biographies, but virtual abstraction was not 

practiced at that School.  An earlier Cubist still life by Weeks reveals an artist oscillating 

between moments of representation and the virtually abstract.  Still Life (fig.23, c.1945) was 

included in Weeks’ Retrospective booklet in 1955.  In this study, half a lemon appears upon a 

tall pedestal-like form graced with what appears to be shadow and light.  A prominent black 

and white wavy design crawls downwards caterpillar-like.  The lemon is embraced by the 

dark grip of black pigment.  A yellow shape to the left is also lemon-like; both are 

representational enough to disrupt the overall abstraction of the study.  It is not the only 

gesture at figuration.  A curved form at the lower centre echoes the abbreviated shell and fish 

tail shapes that emerge in other abstractions.   

 

 
602. Thanks to Te Papa Curator Justine Olsen for her comparison of this collage with design detail of Sven Markelius [pictured].  This 

suggested connection is also supported by Weeks’ foray into rug-making and rug and pottery decoration in the 1940s. 

Fig. 22. Detail of design by Sven Markelius for 

Nordiska Kampaniet, 1958 

Source: Charlotte and Peter Fiell,  

Decorative art 50s: a source book,  

Cologne: Taschen, 2000, 6.   

Courtesy of Curator Justine Olsen,  

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 

 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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An untitled sibling work painted with inky black, grey, and rich brown hues, (fig.24. c.1945), 

contains a rising, architectural form.603  It is also a schematic compote vessel.  This brown 

funnel-like shape reappears in a larger pastel composition which was sold as Cubist 

Composition (fig.25, c.1945), a highly striated and patterned composition of intersecting and 

overlapping geometries in which a violin-like shape elides with the vessel shape.  In the 

working drawing, a ziggurat-motif provides ‘steps’ up to a dark, rectangular portal.  These 

two motifs also appear in the complex painting Abstract Composition – The Table (fig.26, 

1952) which we turn to now.  

 

 
603. It was sold by International Art Centre in 2016.  See: International Art Centre auction catalogue, April 6, 2016, John Weeks, Abstract 

Roof Tops, https://www.internationalartcentre.co.nz/auctions/catalogue/201604/ND33251/Abstract-Roof-Tops. 

Fig 23.  Still Life, c.1945,  

Oil on hardboard,  

350 x 405 mm  

Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū 

                                      
                      
Fig. 24. Untitled, c.1945 

Oil on board 

260 x 320 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of John Gow 

 

Fig. 25.  Sold as Cubist 

Composition 

Pastel on paper 

515 x 410 mm 

Location unknown 

International Art Centre 

 

https://www.internationalartcentre.co.nz/auctions/catalogue/201604/ND33251/Abstract-Roof-Tops
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In Abstract Composition – The Table, the definition of still life becomes diffuse, however it 

echoes the Cubist tradition of still life tables transmuted into flattened or tilted, repeating, 

fanning, or eclipsing geometric shapes.  It also reflects the artist’s interest in decorative unity 

and careful attention to tonal colour.  He pairs swampy green-grey tones against brighter 

notes of warm earth and orange.  Complex layers and shifting movements suggest the process 

of change over time.604  Weeks’ approach to Cubist – and Post-Cubist abstraction – is 

idiosyncratic in terms of its particular painterly treatment, unusual colour, and his use of 

whimsy.  The spectator can roam across, around, but never through, this pulsing, shifting 

area.  Abstract Composition – The Table keeps the eye guessing.   

 

A faint oversized bottle shape, divided in tone, can be made out at the left, but all else departs 

from the still life tradition.  The ‘bottle’ takes on a monumental air.  It is larger than the 

striking temple or mosque-like shape at the centre-left.  A rounded shape next to the 

architectural structure is almost sympathetic in its rounded form, but it does not neatly 

shadow or echo the other shape’s curves.  Because of this condition of partial resemblance, it 

somehow itches to be ‘something’, and takes on a human, or animate quality.  It draws the 

eye back and back with this refusal, or inability, to resolve itself.  Yet, how can this 

indeterminate form be behind the other shape?  An adjacent dark brown triangulated shape 

 
604. Though not dated, the production date of 1952 may reflect information provided at the artist’s studio upon purchase.  ‘[Abstract 

Composition – The Table and Abstract Arrangement, 1956] was part of a bequest on behalf of Mona Edgar, and were accessioned in around 

1961.’  Victoria France, Registrar, Pictorial Collections, in email to the author, 24 January 2017. 

Fig. 26. Abstract Composition – 

The Table, 1952  

Tempera on board,  

475 x 660 mm 

Uare Taoka o Hākena,  

University of Otago Collection 

Mona Edgar Collection 
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pushes past it into depth and then insists to the eye that it is in front again.  Perceptual puzzles 

of figure and ground relationships pervade the composition.  Weeks also plays tones and 

textures, and lines, curved and straight, against one another.  Gangrenous and Kaolin clay 

hues, pale ochre, brick-reds and browns, sparing burnt orange, and soft mauve unify the 

whole.   

 

The central temple-like structure has a white curved line shooting from its peak and joining 

with a vertical white line.  The sparing linearities in the painting bring to mind Klee’s famous 

references to the autonomy of line, one reference being to ‘[a]n active line on a walk, moving 

freely, without goal.  A walk for a walk’s sake.’605  Klee is mentioned in one of the few 

articles on Weeks in 1945.606  In his painting, Weeks nods at such non-rational free-play 

tendencies and invites the viewer on a journey, however a ‘goal’ of sorts does appear.  The 

white ‘steps’ at the centre provide a sense of movement and progression.  The eye then 

‘walks the plank’ across an extended white line over a stippled zone of grey-mauve and putty 

ochre where a soft ring shape of brown hovers like the residue of a coffee cup, and then up it 

moves at right angles towards an isolated white sprite of a curve at upper left.  This, in turn, 

draws the eye to a section in warm brown with a curving dotted line softening and 

interrupting the geometric demarcations of the shape below.  Phantom shapes and residual 

colour from previous sessions stir beneath this slightly dissolving upper area.  How many 

variations did this painting go through?  The accretion of paint and evidence of shapes 

beneath subsequent layers, suggest several permutations.  Released by the artist around two 

years before he exhibited in ‘Object and Image’ at the Auckland City Gallery in 1954, it was 

identified by Day as characteristic of other cubist compositions produced by the mid-

1940s.607  It is likely to have been a painting in progress for a number of years.   

The final image addressed, which refuses a deft segue from the previous image, is the 

enigmatic Precision Carbon Holder (fig.27, 1949-50).608  The accretive, painterly qualities of 

the contemporaneous Abstract Composition – The Table, are absent here.  This unusual still 

 
605. Cited in: Paul Klee, Pedagogical Sketchbook (Introduction and Translation by Sibyl Moholy Nagy), (New York: Praeger, 1972), 18.  

Klee’s teaching as translated in this edition also states: ‘[t]he “line on a walk” can produce new rhythmic curves.’ (un-paginated). 

606. Jess Whitworth, “John Weeks: An Appreciation,” The Arts in New Zealand 17, no.2, February-March, 1945,5-9. 

607. Melvin Day in conversation with the author, 28 June 2015.  When shown this image, Day said he recalled a number of similar ‘Cubist 

still life’ works from the artist’s studio that were similar and probably in progress by the mid-1940s.  . 

608. The circa date of 1949-50 appears alongside the image’s reproduction in 1955.  Michael Kennedy Joseph, “John Weeks: A 

Retrospective,” Landfall 9, no. 2 (June, 1955):  n.p. 
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life has a more didactic role.  Within an uncertain space comprised of overlapping and 

juxtaposed colour planes, a machine sits on a table against a white board with a diagram 

pertaining to prismatic colour.  This still life is a thematic island unto itself in New Zealand 

art.  Precision Carbon Holder appears to be the only surviving painting of a single item of 

machinery in Weeks’ oeuvre despite evidence of his interest in the theme during the 1930s.  

The composition is likely a continuation of an earlier preoccupation.  Its conceptual and 

symbolic impulse is striking, the ambiguities of which, are part of the painting’s modernity.  

Precision Carbon Holder falls between categories: is it a still life or is it ‘machine art’? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is both, and open to various interpretations beyond the following analysis.  A child taken to 

see it in 2014, for instance: ‘…[started] a lively conversation with a gallery guide about how 

she will one day invent a machine like this to extract the DNA from dinosaur bones.609  The 

average person and art world commentator alike try to make rational sense of Weeks’ shrine-

like representation of a curious machine and diagram.  No Google search for the term 

‘Precision Carbon Holder’ comes up with anything quite like this machine; it feels somewhat 

 
609. Dionne Christian, “Games at the Gallery,” New Zealand Herald, 01 March 2015. 

Fig.27.  Precision Carbon Holder, c.1949-50 

Oil on board 

552 x 755 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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fictional, as if adapted from a photograph to fit his compositional needs.  It is apparently a 

carbon holder used in film projection for the generation of light. 610     

 

When the still life was exhibited in Weeks’ Retrospective of 1955, Eric Westbrook saw it as 

formally aligned with Weeks’ more architectural compositions.  He writes of Weeks’ 

apparent change in scope in the early 1950s:  

 

...then moving away from these organic forms [of flower still lifes] the painter 

achieves a different, less immediately attractive but stronger architecture through 

inorganic forms such as the Precision Carbon Holder.611    

 

Thinly painted on board, the work’s uncharacteristic austerity arises from the lack of 

accretion, but also the machine’s metallic description.  Graphite hues are not typical in 

Weeks’ known oeuvre, and nor are geometric swathes of white.  These whites, blacks and 

greys are achromatic or non-spectral.   

 

Michael Kennedy Joseph found the painting lacking in sensuality: 

 

…Here is all the precise grey movement of the machine, all the mathematics of the 

lens, and out of it is born colour: but it is still mathematical colour, caged in Newton’s 

prism. …[O]ne is left with the feeling that, to [the artist], the mechanical and 

mathematical world is hostile and even false, just as it was for Blake – cruel works/Of 

many Wheels I view, wheel without wheel, with cogs tyrannic…’.612   

 

Joseph’s reference to Isaac Newton’s theory aligns with Weeks’ manuscripts on various 

colour theories, including a detail on the seven colours Newton established as discoverable 

within white light (fig. 28) through the use of a prism.  In the painting itself, two diagrams 

 
610. The obscurity of the machine has caused quite disparate interpretations.  The Auckland Art Gallery site once stated: ‘This lathe for 

turning steel is transformed into a still life inside a factory.  Its specific function as a finely tuned industrial instrument is alluded to by the 

geometric design on the wall.’ [accessed 1 April 2014].  However, curator Julia Waite, states: ‘...Weeks places an adjustable carbon holder, 

used to generate arc light in film projectors, with two diagrams in the background.’  Ron Brownson, [ed]. Art Toi: New Zealand Art at 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki (Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki: Auckland, 2011), 103. 

611. Eric Westbrook, John Weeks, A retrospective exhibition of paintings, Auckland City Art Gallery and the Auckland Society of Arts 

(Auckland, N.Z: Pelorus Press, 1955), n.p.  
612. Michael Kennedy Joseph, “John Weeks: A Retrospective,” Landfall 9, no. 2 (June, 1955): 151. 
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feature, including one of colours in combination: yellow, magenta, cyan, blue, green, red, 

and, the result of all; black.  This diagram hovers like a small abstract painting within the 

picture overall.
  

It might read as an allusion to the geometrical containment of colour 

associated with Bauhaus design, and more broadly with geometric abstraction.   

 

 

 

 

Eric McCormick was also reserved about the still life.  He deemed Weeks a ‘…cold painter!’  

He continues in a slightly irritated fashion:  

 

His ‘Subtractive Colour’ [seemingly the painting’s alternative name] was the largest 

work shown and, during my visits, excited most interest.  As far as one’s limitations 

allowed, one admired the skill displayed, but then one was disposed to ask what the 

masterly draughtsmanship and refined sense of colour, applied to some mechanical 

contraption, were intended to convey, and one enquired further, what the esoteric title 

meant.  Since no one I questioned was able to enlighten me, I concluded that Mr 

Weeks was addressing his fellow-painters – not literary observers in search of the 

spirit of place.613 

 

Indeed, rather than the ‘spirit of place’, Weeks was exploring a more intellectual premise, if 

cryptically.  Julia Waite surmises: ‘These tools of vision reflect his preoccupation with the 

representation of colour and light.’614  The science of film projection and the associated 

science of light-chromatics might be read as aligned with the various theories of colours that 

Weeks had studied and taught in class, including Newton’s pivotal theory.  Some measure of 

 
613. Eric McCormick, “Auckland Painting,” Landfall 5, no.3 (Sept, 1951): 307. 

614. Ron Brownson, (ed), Art Toi: New Zealand Art at Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki (Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki: Auckland, 

2011), 103. 

Fig.28.  Detail on Newton’s colour 

theory from lecture material, 

J.W.A 2007/8/1/6  

Auckland Art Gallery Research Library  
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what the representation meant for Weeks in terms of colour theory has been suggested, but 

what else might it have meant for him?  The artist used his machine subject as conceptual 

tool to query the nature of art itself and to draw oblique attention to the power and resonance 

of light and its inevitable relationship with colour.  On the one hand Weeks examined 

compositional rules and colour theory – particularly in the 1930s, as taught by Lhote and 

scientists, respectively.  On the other, he encouraged and sought an imaginative or rough, 

‘intuitive’ approach to image-making.  Weeks wrote, for instance, in his 1940s lecture notes 

on the value of compositional proportions:  

 

…but I find that I nearly always come back to intuition for the final results.  I feel that 

we cannot completely divorce science from art, and art from science.  There is an 

affinity between the two, but intuition seems to be the greatest determining factor…615 

 

Precision Carbon Holder surely alludes to notions of art versus science, or intuition versus 

intellect, or the quantifiable versus the indeterminate, and the possibility of such oppositions 

mingling.  It seems there is ambivalence to be read here.  The ‘mechanical contraption’ is not 

painted precisely or immaculately, and its modeling is perfunctory.  Scumbling, combing, a 

scrawled zig-zag, and roughly drawn mechanical parts, for instance, juxtapose with the 

notion of precise technical computation, that is, matters of mathematical calculation, science, 

industrial calibration, and precision, contrast with the intuitive, random, creative aspect of art-

making.  Notably, Weeks has broken the laws of representation in an area of the painting 

most dedicated to observed description: the white of the board below the diagram, behind the 

machine’s structure, turns into something else; a slim stretch of shapely white that extends 

without rational logic into ‘space.’ 

A teacher at Elam School of Art since 1930, roughly seventeen years later he stated: 

 

Adult technique – just what does this mean?  It can mean only one thing – the change 

of outlook of the student passing from the stage of a perfectly free form of expression 

(generally known as child art) to one in which certain laws are observed and 

followed.616   

 
615. Lecture notes for ‘Development of Adult Techniques in Gifted and in Interested Students,’ 2007/8/1 (F9), J.W.A, pg. 14, E H 

McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

616. Weeks, ‘Development of Adult Techniques…’, 14. 
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However, this adult artist was unprepared to leave ‘…free form of expression’ behind and 

instead, as exemplified in Precision Carbon Holder, he happily explored the duality or 

multiplicity of his own impulses, both conceptually and aesthetically.  Weeks’ still life reads, 

then, as a cryptic or mixed message about science and the machine-age, and the making of 

art.  

Precision Carbon Holder does not have the graphic linearity associated with the obtusely 

symbolic diagrammatic machines of eclectic French avant-garde Francis Picabia (1879-

1953), or the clarity that characterises the oeuvre of American ‘Precisionist’ painter and 

photographer Charles Sheeler (1883–1965), for instance.  Yet, Weeks’ painting is Sheeler-

like in its focus on a machine unit.  Sheeler’s work, along with other American painters was 

received well in Paris in the 1920s and 1930s.617  Rolling Power (1939 Smith College 

Museum of Art, Massachusetts), is one of the artist’s most famous examples.  Precisionism 

featured in various periodicals; it is possible the New Zealand artist saw reproductions in the 

increasing stream of art journals by the mid-to-late 1940s.  Art News founded in 1902, for 

example, was available through subscription in New Zealand after World War Two.618   

Like Weeks, Sheeler also oscillated between ‘rustic’ subject matter, such as traditional 

American interiors and vernacular architecture, such as the barn, and modern industrial 

subjects.619  Sheeler’s oeuvre has been re-evaluated as more complex than supposed; that is, 

not as a straight-forward celebration of modernity and industrial might.  Karen Lucic, writing 

on Sheeler, states: 

 

Artists and those who study them, like all other human beings, have complicated 

reasons (often not fully or even partially understood) for saying one thing when they 

feel something quite different.  Ideological factors, or the censoring mechanisms of 

 
617. In 1923, the year Weeks arrived in Scotland, for instance, a reviewer notes: ‘We meet several decadent artists who have travelled from 

afar at Durand-Ruel’s: in this museum of impressionism where the sober cartoons of a Puvis de Chavannes dominate the analytic clarity of a 

Claude Monet, the tentative cubists or futurists seem more moribund than ever in the face of the works of Messrs Charles Sheeler, H E 

Schnackenberg, Walt Kuhn and Charles Demuth. …. But anxiety resides in the New World as in the Old: it is the inspiration of the century.’ 

“Les Expositions,” In Bulletin de l’art ancient et modern, no 703 (December, 1923) : 150.  Thank you to Librarian Tim Jones, Christchurch 

Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū, for this translation. 

618. The University of Auckland library collection which has recently absorbed the Elam School of Arts collection lists ArtNews from 1947.  

619. Weeks’ Barns [c.1948] is somewhat reminiscent of Sheeler’s Barn (1946), reduced as it is to abstracted geometric components and in a 

limited range of flat colours.  The barn subject does not appear to have been a thematic preoccupation for Weeks, however, isolating 

reproductions of likely inspiration is a dogged and ultimately speculative matter in ‘peripheral’ art histories.  The New Zealand artist, in far 

more crude, seemingly reckless manner, renders the barn in New Zealand with a faintly Futurist dynamism, announcing the anti-picturesque. 
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the conscious mind, often mask unconscious intentions or ambivalences that are not 

easily recognized or expressed in words.620 

 

Weeks, too, articulates an oscillation of ideas that do not settle into a clear statement but 

which opens up rich readings that include possible ambivalences.  The diversity to be found 

in his oeuvre at large, though occasionally nodded to, has never been subjected to extended 

visual analysis.621  The complexities of his still life, as with his other themes, do not submit 

well to straightforward summary.  When faced with his highly divergent approaches to still 

life, that is, a changefulness, a contrariness, even, both within individual works and as a 

group, there is an issue of which works best represent the artist. 622 

 

 

   

 

Tyler concludes in her essay, which includes Weeks’ Still Life with Yellow Jug (fig.29. 

c.1950), that: ‘…[Weeks] managed to create a local variant of the cubist ‘still point’ which 

other modernisms can be defined against.’623  However, that still life with its textural 

 
620. Karen Lucic, Charles Sheeler and the Cult of the Machine (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991), 15. 

621. To reiterate, Michael Dunn states: ‘He was something of an eclectic painter…’.  Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History 

(revised and expanded) (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2003), 107.  

622. Questions also arise as to which works qualify as ‘modernist’ or ‘Cubist’, or as a type of Post-Impressionism, for instance.  There have 

long been murmurs in the art community; ‘how Cubist was he’, ‘to what extent did he pursue abstraction, and how early?’ An overriding 

focus on such distinctions detracts from other reasons his work may be compelling or different, including his very hybridity of approach. 

623. T.J. Clark’s quote prefaces her essay:  ‘…Picasso and Braque’s way of organising a picture was borrowed, adapted, fought against by 

almost all subsequent art, and very often taken as the still point of modernism – the set of works in which modernity found itself a style.’  

Fig. 29. Still Life with Yellow Jug, c.1950 

Oil on plywood 

357 x 483 mm 

Dunedin Public Art Gallery  



 

275 

 

background, and strikingly partial, or ‘impure’ referencing of the eliding space and forms of 

Purism, makes clear that the restless Weeks was not interested in one variant of any ism.   

 

This chapter has explored a range of Weeks’ still lifes in various vocabularies and with 

different affects and readings.  I have reviewed, for instance, the shifting Post-Impressionist 

language and complex composition of Fruit and Flowers and considered the inclusion of 

pottery by fellow artist and friend, Minnie White.  The nocturnal, hermetic world of Still Life 

with Fruit and Decorated Jar with its vivacious and viscous treatment of fruit and vessel 

against a striking yellow backdrop is at odds with the greater overall naturalism and staccato 

movements of the autobiographical extended still life, Interior.  Weeks’ intellectual 

machinations, wit and rhythmic design are evident in his collage subject of house-hold items 

in Still Life with Jug, Vase, and Plate, and in the sensuous formal and imaginative 

meditations of Abstract Composition: The Table.  Lastly, I have examined the cryptic 

iconography of Precision Carbon Holder which, likely completed after the Fire, explores his 

interest in science and colour theory as well as the non-rational and abstract.   

 

As this thesis underlines, Weeks’ eclecticism is the defining feature of his oeuvre, while other 

characteristics such as preoccupations with colour relationships and certain recurring 

compositional values, provide some continuity.  This eclecticism has been a major obstacle to 

grasping the artist’s contributions, complicating easy summations of Weeks as an artist.  His 

association with the decorative and the floral has also played some unquantifiable part in his 

subdued position in New Zealand art history.  And while his scope is best understood in 

groupings by theme, this organisation also serves to highlight the differences between his 

images.  I propose that Weeks, in his most ambitious examples, sought variety and personal 

expression, and aimed to avoid ‘hard-and-fast’ rules, while seeking to manifest the verve of 

‘foreign’ modern expression he had absorbed during his long career.  

 

  

 
See: T.J. Clark, Farewell to an idea: episodes from a history of modernism (Yale University: New Haven and London, 1999), 175; Linda 

Tyler, An Exhibition, including Figure Composition I: The Still Point of New Zealand Modernist Painting; ‘John Weeks’ Decorative 

Designs,’ (ed.) Christina Barton, Exhibition series: “Manufacturing meaning: The Victoria University of Wellington Art Collection in 

Context, 22 September 1999 - 31 January 2000,” (Wellington: Victoria University, 1999), u.p. 
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Chapter Seven 

 

‘Strange things’: Nature and Abstraction 
 

 

The late Melvin Day recalled the elderly father of Weeks baffled by his son’s art practice in 

the mid to late 1940s: ‘his old Dad came in one time Wallis and I were there and he couldn’t 

understand why John kept on painting such strange things: “Why couldn’t he paint a nice 

landscape with a few cows?”’624  This chapter addresses some of the ‘strange’ things Weeks 

explored from the 1940s onwards.  Key thematic and philosophical preoccupations of his late 

oeuvre are examined here for the first time.  In particular, I focus on a set of his related 

preoccupations around abstraction, nature, the unconscious, the ‘commonplace’ and found-

object, indeterminacy, suggestion, vitality, and chance.  This chapter addresses a selection of 

the most intriguing images from his later career which withhold information in a very diverse 

range of ways.  I place particular emphasis on Genesis as a contextual image, Memory of a 

Dream, Fragments Underfoot and Fantasy 2.   

 

By around mid to the late 1940s, Weeks was apparently far less interested in picturesque or 

naturalistic landscape imagery of the sort that were commercially appealing, working instead 

on ‘strange things.’  While a number of accounts on Weeks have gestured at the abstraction 

that is evident in his later oeuvre, it is clear that his abstraction was rarely ‘pure’, for 

example, in the Hocken Collection’s Abstract [The Table] addressed in the chapter on 

Weeks’ still life.  However, the complex truths are glossed over in short art historical surveys.  

Francis Pound states, for instance: ‘[Weeks] became a dominant figure in the ….1930s and 

1940s …with his newly imported mild brand of cubism, and… occasional near 

abstractions.’625  In fact, a number of non-objective, rather than ‘near abstractions’ by Weeks 

do exist.  The most resolved example is Chromatic Colour Structure (c.1948) in The Fletcher 

Collection, Auckland (not illustrated).  It is quite possible that many others existed prior to 

the Fire.  A ‘commitment to abstraction’ is a common phrase used in art history, and one 

 
624. Melvin Day in interview with the author, 31 July 2013, Seatoun, Wellington. 

625. Francis Pound, Forty Modern New Zealand Paintings (Auckland, N.Z.: Penguin Books, 1985), n.p. 
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employed by Michael Dunn of Milan Mrkusich. 626  Perhaps by implication the older Weeks 

cheated on abstraction and ‘played the field.’  Dunn’s interests were clearer still in his student 

years.  Gordon Walters wrote to the young art historian in 1971:  

 

In your letter you mention the origins of abstract painting in N.Z…One thing is 

certain, however, and that is that during the 1940s abstraction for me meant 

abstraction from nature, a process of gradually refining my image from natural 

forms.627 

There is an echo of this enquiry in Mackie’s thesis on Weeks.  Minnie White, artist, 

ceramicist, and rugmaker, collaborated with Weeks on textile design in the 1940s, and it is 

hard to discern if Mackie’s agenda shaped White’s response:   

 

Minnie…while acknowledging Weeks’ good sense of compositional design, also 

emphasised his continual reliance on nature as providing source material for his art.  

In the nineteen-forties, [she] extended her own painting interests to include the 

production of handmade and natural dyed floor rugs.  During these years Weeks made 

several designs that were particularly suitable as compositional arrangements for 

[White’s] rugs.  One…originally very small…was again derivative, in the sense that 

Weeks said the idea for his meandrous, abstract forms, came from …the swirling and 

eddying of a small pool.628  [My italics.] 

 

Mackie’s enquiry appears to be a quest for examples of ‘pure’ abstraction which would carry 

much cachet in New Zealand’s art history, and more so if ‘early’ works.  However, it is clear 

that nature and other figurative associations were catalysts for much of Weeks’ imagery by 

the middle 1940s, as they were for Theo Schoon, Dennis Knight Turner, Gordon Walters, and 

Eric Lee-Johnson.  In the larger picture of New Zealand’s cultural history, the connections 

between art, nature and craft, also become evident in this chapter.  If we sidestep old-

fashioned teleological expectations of sustained, ‘pure abstraction,’ Weeks’ eclectic, 

sometimes haphazard, enquiries are found to be entirely of their time and place.   

 
626. Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History (revised and expanded) (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2003), 107. 

627. Letter from Walters to Dunn dated 5.4.71, Wellington, Art & Object auction catalogue, “The Archive of Professor Emeritus Michael 

Dunn,” published 11 February 2016, https://issuu.com/artandobject/docs/cat_100_md  

628. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 128. 

https://issuu.com/artandobject/docs/cat_100_md
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Jess Whitworth’s text in The Arts in New Zealand in 1945 is one of the few extended, 

contemporaneous commentaries on Weeks.  The essay, “John Weeks: An Appreciation,” 

covers the range of his subjects and notes his “abstractionist studies.” 629  Whitworth’s  

reportage is subject to how she understood abstraction and more importantly, how the artist 

did.  It is the only essay Whitworth wrote about the visual arts.630  It frequently sounds like a 

mouthpiece for Weeks and his theories on art and its formal relationships with musical 

analogies.  She states:  

One I called The Wave, for its dreamlike rhythmic flow, with its fine tone gradations, 

extremely like music.  Another was very neat and geometrical, almost Klee-like.631    

 

A related, un-conserved study from the research collection at the Auckland Art Gallery 

suggests a sibling image to that to which Whitworth refers.   

 

 

 

 

Fig.1.  Roy de Maistre (1894-1968) 

Rhythmic composition in yellow green 

minor, 1919 

Oil on paperboard 

853 x 115 mm 

Art Gallery of New South Wales  

 

 

 

 

Fig.2. Untitled [Abstract study of tones], 

1930s 

Tempera on canvas 

311 x 435 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/4) 

 

 

 
629. Jess Whitworth, “John Weeks: An Appreciation,” The Arts in New Zealand 17, no. 2, February-March 1945, 2. 

630. In literary terms Whitworth is solely known for the novel Otago Interval (1950).  Resident of Weeks’ home-suburb of Northcote by the 

late 1930s, she was formerly married to Listener editor Oliver Duff, and friends with distinguished writers such as Janet Frame, Robin Hyde 

and Frank Sargeson.  See: Derek Challis and Gloria Rawlinson, The Book of Iris: A Life of Robin Hyde (Auckland: Auckland University 

Press, 2002). 

631. Whitworth,  “John Weeks: An Appreciation,” 6. 
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Might this be read as abstract, or is it also, as Whitworth intuits, connotative of nature?  

Suggestions include rising waves, rolling hills, and tilled fields below a horizon of 

approaching dusk or dawn, the ‘diminishing’ form of the middle blue channel of tones 

hinting at depth into a vista.  Weeks adjusts close tones ably, and therefore very close 

transitions in colour which parallel the tones of musical scales.  He visualises the rise and fall 

of the notes.  Their undulating flow and successive changes through incremental additions 

and reductions of white are softly hypnotic.  The dynamic connotations of curving nature and 

distant horizons are bundled up with this sensation.  Whitworth noted, with no indication of 

production dates: ‘[Weeks’] output is tremendous, comprising studies in line, texture or pure 

colour – colour notes as he calls them.’632   

 

Though an exercise rather than a fully-fledged composition, Weeks’ tonal analysis 

approximates the ideas of the New Zealand-raised artist Roy de Maistre.  Across the Tasman 

in 1919, de Maistre had produced his own imagining of musicality in art in Rhythmic 

composition in yellow green minor, the title a nod to Beethoven.  The painting, never 

available for public consumption during de Maistre’s lifetime, sees the artist releasing colour 

and form from obvious representation.  However, cosmic and other processes, such as 

whirlpools, inevitably come to mind.  Deborah Edwards observes:  

 

Discovered in a decade coincident with the writing of major Australian art histories, 

in years of polarised debate between those committed to figuration and those to 

abstraction, Rhythmic composition was signposted as the first abstract produced in this 

country – a central object…from which de Maistre’s and [Roland] Wakelin’s 

subsequent art was said to have retreated.633  

 

Similarly, there is a current of unanalysed assumption in art historical texts on Weeks that his 

work had to be ‘fully’ abstract or ‘fully’ Cubist in order to mark a stage in modernist art and 

to be ‘significant.’  However, Weeks was a subjective, experimental modern artist to an 

extent that contrasted with the majority of artists in New Zealand and in ways that often court 

abstraction.  A number of images reveal that prior to the Fire Weeks had begun exploring 

ideas linked to the unconscious and the ‘primal’, the naïve and spontaneous, Surrealist-

 
632. Whitworth, 6. 

633. Deborah Edwards, “Colour, light and rhythm: tools for modernity,” (in) Deborah Edwards and Denise Mimmocchi (eds), Sydney 

Moderns: Art for a New World (Sydney: Art Gallery of New South Wales; 2013), 22. 
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automatist processes, Vitalist-like ideas, and the Chinese notion of Qi.  Such investigations 

upend popular associations of Weeks, for example, as a painter of New Zealand landscapes, a 

producer of ‘mild’ Cubism, or a painter of Post-Impressionist representations of marinas in 

France.634  His diverse oeuvre can be all things to all people.    

 

Harlequin (fig.3, c.1942), for instance, offers absurdist suggestions, a child-like sense of 

whimsy, and a seemingly spontaneous convergence of elements to suggest figuration.  A 

comic character emerges through the placement of dark lines, beady red ‘eye’ and jaunty zig-

zag embellished ‘head-piece.’  The composition’s surface has been combed in places, which 

adds to the lively aspect of the work.  Despite the ‘doodling’ and ‘random’ quality of the 

drawing in paint and the scarcity of clear intent, once the quizzical, nonsensical little being is 

discerned, along with somewhat malevolent associations, it refuses to be dispelled from the 

brain.  Klee’s teaching and art, and the automatism and playfulness of Surrealism in general, 

are suggested in Harlequin.   

 

 

 

              

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
634. An associate from the auction world has admitted to me with refreshing honesty that she was a fan of “nana paintings” such as Weeks’ 

Parisian compositions. 

Fig.3.  Harlequin, c.1940s  

Oil on board, signed 

450 x 320 mm 

Formerly in The Fletcher Collection 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of International Art Centre 

 

Fig.4. Study: Orange Abstract, c.1940s 

Wax crayon and watercolour on paper 

250 x 165 mm 

Location unknown 

Source: Webb’s 
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The derivation of Weeks’ picture title is unknown.  Many of his works are not inscribed by 

the artist.  Most of his framed works are detailed with a John Leech label produced with some 

benefit of art dealer Allan Swinton’s inside knowledge and contact with Weeks.635 

Harlequin’s title suggests the artist or secondary party applied it because of the figurative 

qualities the composition suggested to them.  The artist’s related line drawing on paper 

(fig.4), which is direct and without embellishment, does not offer the same suggestion.  

Whether the artist’s or not, the title of the painting plays a role in the associations that 

present.  The harlequin clown or Arlecchino, the character from the improvised Italian theatre 

commedia dell’arte, was a popular subject for modern artists, including Cézanne and Picasso.  

He was often a wily character, wore a colourful-patched costume, and was an acrobat and 

trickster.  However, when the rational mind digs for information against the figure’s shapes, 

the tall hat of the clown Pulcinella, emerges instead.636  A somewhat sly smile is sliced into 

the profile visage of the figure.  A ‘leg’ turns inward, and a luminous multi-coloured line 

gyrates like a whiplash movement.  To the left, a zig-zag dances.  Around the upper centre, 

shapes suggestive of partial containers, vessels, boats, or industrial fixtures, pile together, 

unresolved.   

 

In 2006, Janet McKenzie observed of Kandinsky and the reassessments that were slow to 

emerge of his contribution:   

By limiting the study of Kandinsky to the emergence of abstraction, this reduces the 

value of his work, which is full of invention and originality.637   

McKenzie concludes, unsurprisingly, that abstraction is not the only achievement worthy of 

interest in Kandinsky’s oeuvre.  My own study of an eclectic artist working in a cultural 

vacuum shows how Weeks’ late oeuvre has often been sweepingly addressed with selective 

emphasis and as progressing towards abstraction or failing to become convincingly abstract.  

Relatively few non-objective abstract works, that is, devoid of figurative association, exist in 

this oeuvre.  By the early 1940s, Weeks did explore and simplify some existing imagery 

 
635. Allan Swinton (1915 – 2006), was a former Elam student, and member of the Rutland Group (1936-1941) and Auckland Society of 

Arts.  He was the well-known owner of John Leech Gallery where many of Weeks’ works were sold after his death.  See: Thwaites and Rie 

Fletcher, We Learnt To See, 224-226. 

636. In Britain this comic figure evolved into ‘Mr Punch.’ 

637. Janet McKenzie, Exhibition Review published 17.11.2006, “Kandinsky: The Path To Abstraction,” Tate Modern 17 November 2006, 

accessed 4 September 2014, http://www.studiointernational.com/index.php/kandinsky-the-path-to-abstraction   

http://www.studiointernational.com/index.php/kandinsky-the-path-to-abstraction
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through rather self-conscious, successive stages of analysis and distillation, using the 

monoprint process.  The evidence also suggests there was no overarching, incremental 

trajectory towards the reduction of obvious figural reference.   

Pam Meecham notes: 

[w]riting about modern art and modernism is a less confident enterprise than 

during its formation: more prone now to caveats and often with a cast of once 

minor characters brought into sharper focus.638
 

 

Weeks’ career in New Zealand renders him all but invisible beyond our shores, as is the case 

for almost all our historic artists, except for rare examples such as Frances Hodgkins, Colin 

McCahon, and Len Lye.  Weeks, very much a ‘minor character’ in the larger scheme of art 

history, was a modern artist who produced a range of work which sometimes meets with 

common notions of modernism.  Because of this unsteady status within modernism, and the 

complexity, variety and mysteries of Weeks’ fragmented oeuvre, his career is reduced to 

recycled or vague summary in local surveys of art.  In the survey-format that dominates in 

New Zealand art history, there are few close considerations of actual images by artists.  To do 

so might raise more questions than answers.  The last of Weeks’ elderly friends and followers 

have now died; their recollections inevitably subject to the shape-shifting nature of memory.  

However, their clutches of favourite anecdotes, a surviving large archive of manuscripts, 

teaching notes, ephemera, and press clippings, have thrown further light on the artist’s range 

and attitudes.   

 

In one press report, Con O’Leary reported: ‘[Weeks] was painting taschist painting in the 

1930s, artist Colin McCahon says.’639  Weeks had apparently produced similar works, by 

around twenty years or more, to those in the British Council exhibition, British Abstract 

Painting, held at the Auckland City Art Gallery in 1958.  One would assume McCahon was 

in a position to recognise comparable examples of gestural abstraction by Weeks with the 

British pictures.  Had McCahon requested and provided dates for precise examples by the 

artist, the art historians of today would have been grateful.  One of Weeks’ freest forays in 

abstraction (fig.5, Untitled), perhaps from the 1950s, features the sort of scraping, wiping and 

 
638. Pam Meecham (ed), A companion to modern art (Wiley: Hoboken; N.J, 2018), 1. 

639. Con O’Leary, “A painter who had “vitality to spare,” Auckland Star, 14 October 1965. 
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additions on a hard, pigmented surface one expects to see in the monotype process.  

Suggestions of a dancing figure emerge amidst the whipped-up frenzy of scraping, daubing, 

striating and stippling, hues of vibrant orange and optimistic yellow, diluted russet red, dirty 

pink and mauve grey, watery black, and traces of bright blue-turquoise.  Once sensed, the 

‘stick’ figure is hard to shake.  An undated set of dancing positions in pencil found amongst 

Weeks’ estate works on paper appears to be Balinese dance moves (fig.6, detail).  The 

movement and gesture broadly echo the central moves of the gestural abstract.  The eye for 

bodily movement in the drawing is compelling.  Theo Schoon brought his preoccupations 

with Balinese culture to Auckland in the 1940s and may be an influence, however direct 

connections between Weeks and Schoon have not yet been established.  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The spontaneous aspect of Weeks’ abstraction is reminiscent of a monoprint of a simple 

spiral formation (fig.7, Untitled).  Its diminishing vortex suggests a tornado or a cosmic force 

Fig.5. Untitled [Gestural Abstract], c.1950s 

Unknown media on card 

322 x 257 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/12/72) 

Fig.6. Detail, Untitled, c.1950 

Pencil on paper 

229 x 466 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/12/17) 
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of energy that finishes its whirling course suggestively in the lower right ‘foreground.’  This 

green abstraction appears to have been drawn on a glass surface with a ‘home-brew’ of 

watery greyish water-based pigment.  As with the previous experiment, its physicality, 

energy, and directness are at odds with Weeks’ more determined designs and compositional 

formulae.  He was clearly tapping into currents of thought stemming from the early twentieth 

century, and tachism was a component of this.   

 

   

 

   

 

Fig. 8.  Roger Fry, After an Altamira cave drawing.  

The Project Gutenberg EBook of Vision and Design, by Roger Fry 

Release Date: February 12, 2017  

 

Weeks, then, along with such carefully calibrated tonal colour-music studies such as The 

Wave, also explored processes of chance and seemingly unfettered spontaneity.  His interests 

also encompassed prehistoric European cave art, children’s art, and non-European arts, 

including textile arts.  This is in line with many artists of his generation.  Roger Fry examined 

cave drawings (fig.8, After an Altamira cave drawing) at length against considerations of 

child art in his essay “Art of the Bushman.”640  Many other images in Weeks’ estate and 

written notes point to his admiration for non-European art forms and beliefs including 

 
640. Roger Fry, “Art of the Bushman,” (cited from) Jack Flam, Miriam Deutch, and Carl Einstein, Negerplastik Primitivism and twentieth-

century art: a documentary history (California:University of California Press, 2003), 41-46. 

Fig. 7.  Untitled [Green Abstract], n.d 

Acrylic on paper 

343 x 260 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/12/62) 
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apparently faithful studies after South American textiles (fig.9 and fig.10).641   His abstract 

rug design (fig.11, c.1940s) suggests figuration in the upper section, such as the legs and 

behind of bison and a schematic human figure.  As noted earlier in this study, Leo King’s 

study of White’s oeuvre revealed that a rug ‘designed’ by Weeks was included at her 

retrospective in 1979.642   Rather than ‘failing’ at, or working towards, ‘pure’ abstraction, his 

enquiries here can be better understood within broadly primitivist currents and the sympathy 

between fine arts and applied arts at that time.  Until now, these have never been associated 

with his oeuvre.  Rex Fairburn’s well-known foray into fabric design using cave-drawing 

motifs appears to have begun in earnest in 1947.  Fairburn, Minnie White, and Weeks, surely 

benefited from the fresh presence of textile designer and painter May White who arrived from 

London in 1939.    

 

 
 

Fig.9. Untitled (sold as ‘Aztec Study’. 

After a Chimú feathered tunic of Peru,  

depicting Felines and Birds.   

Oil on canvas on board 

430 x 415 mm 

Location unknown 

Image sourced: Webb’s 

 

 

 
641. Weeks appears to have reproduced a Peruvian tunic dated to AD 1470 housed at The Art Institute of Chicago, but it is difficult to 

establish what access he had to a reproduction.  See: https://www.artic.edu/artworks/85533/feathered-tunic 

642. Leo King, “Minnie Frances White: An Art History” (Auckland: Creative Communities, N.Z, 2000), 28. 

 

 
 
Fig. 10.  Untitled [After an unknown 

South American textile] 

pencil, watercolour and ink 

351 x 382 mm 

E H McCormick Research Library,  

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

(RC2010/1/12/63) 
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Fig. 13. Untitled, 1940s 

Oil on paper 

258 x 222 mm  

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki  

(RC2010/1/12/40) 

 

  

  

In Barcelona, (fig. 12, c.1945), perhaps not the picture’s actual title, Weeks takes up a similar 

dancing figure to those in his pencil drawings of dance-positions.  In the painting, a strange, 

Picassoesque double-headed antlered beast, in combination with the dancer and a dislocated 

hand, suggests some sort of mystic synergy, as if alluding to an intuitive, animal spirit within 

Fig.11.  Untitled [Rug Design], c.1940s 

Mixed media on paper,  

300 x 245 mm 

Location unknown 

Image source : International Art Centre 

Fig. 14.  Len Lye (1901-1980) 

Self Portrait with Night Tree, 1947 

Photogram, pen and paint 

Len Lye Foundation 

http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/authors/lye/g

allery4.asp [accessed 1 December 2018] 

 

 

 
 

Fig.12. Barcelona 

Oil on board, signed l.l. 

242 x 192 mm 

Image source: Dunbar Sloane 

 

 

Image redacted. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/authors/lye/gallery4.asp
http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/authors/lye/gallery4.asp
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the human being.  Weeks explored related ideas in a very different way around the same 

period.  His monotype of an ‘ape-man’ suggests an alternative notion of self (fig.13, 

Untitled).  Weeks’ ‘manimal’ is a hunched rock-like formation, with a heavy lower lip, his 

eyes shadowed and suggestive of introspection.  Within its ambiguity and elision of species is 

a nuanced debt to Surrealism.  This ambiguity helps contextualise the shifting figurative 

suggestions of his Fantasy works on paper of the mid to late 1940s, discussed later in the 

chapter.  A sighted pencil sketch (not illustrated) in his estate further suggests his interest in 

strange pairings: it merges a human hand with a dog’s paw.643  New Zealander Len Lye also 

pursued notions around automatism, and a non-rational ‘old brain,’ and accordingly made a 

self-portrait (fig.14, Self-Portrait with Night Tree) visualising the creative self.   

 

Weeks was still in Scotland when André Breton launched 

his Manifesto of Surrealism in 1924.  Paris launched many 

of the Surrealists and their exhibitions before and after his 

sojourn there.  Did he see, for instance, the indeterminate 

imagery and rhythmical line drawings of André Masson 

while in Paris? 644  Precisely what he saw and read about in 

terms of Surrealism is unclear.  But given that he had aired 

quotes by Herbert Read to a lay audience in the early 

1930s, it is reasonable to suppose that this art teacher and 

restless, wide-ranging artist would continue to follow 

Read’s texts with interest.  By the 1920s, the British author 

was writing on Surrealism, Freud and psychoanalysis.  A 

little of Read’s writing was available in New Zealand, such 

as Art and Society (1936), and he was, by then, the 

preeminent British art theorist (Roger Fry had died in 1933). 645  In Australian art, Surrealist 

preoccupations had emerged during the 1930s.  Breton’s article “Originality and Liberty” on 

Surrealism was published during World War II in Art in Australia.646  It featured a Joan Miro 

 
643. See: Untitled [Dog, hand, and man], John Weeks Archive (online), E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o 

Tāmaki. 

644. Rue Blomet, the street on which Masson had a studio until 1926, is near Rue’d Odessa and Academy Montparnasse where Weeks 

began studies in 1926.   

645. Auckland Star, “Books in Local Demand: Auckland Libraries List,” 20 March 1937.   

646. This illustrated, translated article appears to pit totalitarian regimes or otherwise repressive society against the creative impulse, the 

latter aligned with liberty at large.  André Breton, “Originality and Liberty,” Art in Australia, no.4, 1 December 1941, 11-17. 

 
 

Fig.15.  Joan Miró, 

Title unknown, 

‘wood engraving’ printed in: 

André Breton,  

“Originality and Liberty,” 

Art in Australia 4, 

(December - February, 1941): 

11-17, 13. 

 

 

 

Image redacted. 

 

 

 

 



 

288 

 

print (fig. 15), which in its organicist, ‘child-like’ values aligns with some of Weeks’ 

explorations at this time.   

 

Genesis (fig.16, c.1950), may seem singular in Weeks’ oeuvre, however, it is another 

ambiguous image which ties in with the concerns outlined so far.  It was reproduced in black 

and white in 1951.  Deliberately crude and faux naïve, it reflects the artist’s greater tendency 

from the 1930s onwards to draw with dark outlines.  It shares some stylistic and didactic 

similarities with the enigmatic still life, Precision Carbon Loader, discussed earlier.  Mackie 

refers briefly to the work: ‘…[h]ere Weeks has cleverly used the human form in embryo for 

his own semi-abstract, pictorial lines.’647  However, Genesis is less certain in content than she 

claims, and therefore far more complex in suggestion.   

 

               

 

A fanciful anatomical cross-section lies in a time-less universe.  But is it a fanciful womb or a 

fanciful brain?  The symbolism points to Weeks’ possible meditations on the unconscious 

and conscious mind, the intuitive and ‘primal’, and the birth of the creative ‘spark.’  

Creativity as brain-child is ultimately the connotation offered.  The strange form looms 

before a mystical seascape, accompanied by an affixed moon like some sort of barnacle.  A 

star upon a wand is poised as if to dispense magic or inspiration, and a spiralling shell-like 

form clings like a limpet.  The object’s tubular, interconnecting shapes suggest both womb 

and brain; the title can support either or both associations.  An ‘umbilical’ cord reaches from 

the foetus-like form of the upper left and tucks under the ‘intestines’ to the right of it.  

Several further embryonic forms are suggested lower left, peanut-like in shape.  One of the 

shapes is particularly whimsical; it is reminiscent of a jug or beaker; the sense of a vessel 

bearing contents persists.  The hippocampus, which is understood as a collector of memories, 

 
647. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 131.  

Fig. 16.  Genesis, c.1950 

The Year Book of the Arts in New 

Zealand, no.7, 1951, 34. 
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is suggested generally in the curling forms within.  It is a word derived from Latin from 

Greek hippokampos in which hippos means ‘horse’ and kampos, sea monster.648  The 

interconnections between brain, heart, and new life and ideas are connoted; and the sea that 

brought teeming life to the earth is bound up with this symbolism.  The creative act is 

paralleled with those processes of creation in the universe; a pervasive thread of thought in 

the twentieth century.  Klee, of whom Whitworth’s 1945 article suggests Weeks was 

conscious of, explored such themes in an important lecture in 1924 at the Jena Museum.  In 

this he perceived the creative vision as aligned with the creation of the world in a timeless 

continuum, as ‘Genesis eternal.’649  Weeks’ symbolism is strikingly akin to Klee’s evocative 

vision: 

 

…chosen are those artists who penetrate to the region of that secret place where 

primeval power nurtures all evolution.  There, where the powerhouse of all time and 

space - call it the brain or heart of creation - activates every function; who is the artist 

who would not dwell there?  In the womb of nature, at the source of creation, where 

the secret key to all lies unguarded…Our pounding heart drives us down, deep down 

to the source of it all.  What springs from this source - whatever it may be called, 

dream, idea or fantasy - must be taken seriously only if it unites with the proper 

creative means…650 

 

Klee employs the various metaphors of brain, womb and heart as symbolic of what he feels is 

the true creative endeavour.  In his nocturne, Weeks suggestively elides concepts of ‘…the 

brain…of creation’ and ‘the womb of nature, at the source of creation…’.  Genesis was an apt 

work for the artist to submit for publication in the Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand in 

the early years after the fire in 1951.  It can be read as an affirmation, both to the public and 

to himself, of the mysterious and positive act of creation, the results of which are open-ended.  

Genesis, in this context, alludes to creative potential, regeneration, and invention.  But when 

we see Genesis next to another nocturnal composition from 1918, In the Catacombs 

addressed earlier in this study, there is both a corresponding visual echo of curving forces and 

sense of hermetic containment in a liminal space.  In his representation of fanciful anatomy, 

 
648. See: Oxford Dictionary’s definition at: http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/hippocampus [accessed 4 October 2014]. 

649. Roger Lipsey, The Spiritual in Twentieth Century Art (New York: Dover Publications, 1988), 178. 

650. Lipsey, The Spiritual in Twentieth Century Art, 179. 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/hippocampus
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Weeks does not draw on a visual tradition of ‘well-tested subjects and techniques.’651   By 

transgressing usual subject traditions and offering a strange symbol, Weeks was modern; 

being modern in a diverse range of ways was his method of enquiry.  

 

A further whimsical nocturne study (fig.17, Untitled) has been dry-brushed and stippled onto 

the support card of a sketchpad.  Art supplies were short during the Second World War.  

However, Weeks was already innately frugal.  Thrift nurtures fancy: Weeks exploits a factory 

perforation in the sketch-pad board as the foreground’s demarcation into blue and dark 

brown.  A white triangulated shape at lower-right throws its ‘reflection’ onto the lower band 

of hazy blue.  A simple cubic structure and dark red door nods to Weeks’ representations of 

Morocco’s vernacular dwellings.  Dark mountains strengthen this connotation.  Dusk, dawn 

or moonlight is implied; a yellow moon hangs low in the striking sky.  Two sets of lightly 

overlapping, radiating lines from the left stretch across the page.  The ‘strapping’ of the 

composition through line has the effect of creating the embrace of refuge, closeness; an 

imaginative haven inspired by memories.  Optimistic orange and friendly pale pink bands 

counter-point the melancholy and sobriety of dark blue.  A sense of magical or cosmic energy 

pervades and binds the scene through the marshalling of line and colour, unifying the 

composition through the repetition of blue, yellow, orange, and brown.  Are the artist’s 

memories associated with that distant land connected to desire for hermitage or sanctuary 

away from the messy or mundane reality of life in Auckland? 

 

   

 

 
651. Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History (revised and expanded) (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2003), 108. 

 

Fig.17. Untitled, c.1940 

Tempera on card 

Measurements not available  

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

RC2010/1 (uncatalogued) 
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The most explicit reference to Surrealist notions of the unconscious and memory is Memory 

of a Dream, (fig.18, c.1940).  A painting called Memory of a Dream featured in the 

Canterbury Group Show of 1948 organised by Leo Bensemann; this may be that painting.  

There were apparently two paintings in existence with this title.  Rene Lonsdale, a Cantabrian 

and formerly on the council of Canterbury Society of Arts came to acquire one of them.  He 

recalled to Mackie a discussion of Surrealism with Weeks: 

 

I had seen Dali’s show in 1934 and stayed in Auckland some months in ’35.  I am 

sure we both regarded it as a lightly comic trick, of no interest to a painter, but later he 

called at least two of his paintings ‘Memory of a Dream’, of which I have one which 

he told me he had painted literally after a dream of [Auckland] Harbour.652   

 

The unlocated image above taps into Weeks’ interest at this time in automatism and direct 

expression, painted, reportedly upon waking from a dream.  Memory of a Dream joins the 

representational aspect of a dream with a ‘doodling’ line suggestive of automatism and the 

unconscious.  Yet, the image has symbolical overtones and a self-conscious delivery.  

Memory of a Dream, this reproduction of which is possibly truncated on the lower edge, 

shows in the foreground a twig or tree projecting from a small peninsula or island, and the top 

of a house.  A swooping line dips down and merges with a sailing ship and curving fern-like 

frond sweeps to the right.  The dark outlines on the horizon are sketchy and largely non-

representational, and ‘random’ curving lines suggest the ineffable activity of the unconscious.  

The sky is comprised of tonally similar areas of grey-tinged colour, reds, mushroom hues, 

and pale blue.  The ship has its sails fully up as if taking leave of the longer block of form 

 
652. Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 1973), 192. 

Fig.18. Memory of a Dream, c.1940 

Oil on canvas on board, 

395 x 493 mm 

Location unknown 

Image source: International Art Centre 
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suggestive of wharf and jetty.  Journey, and a departure into the unknown, are suggested.  

One wonders, naturally, what Weeks’ ‘dream’ actually meant?  Might it symbolise a journey 

into the vast ‘sea’ of the imagination? 653  Does it relate to Weeks’ previous long trip overseas 

or perhaps wishful thinking; a desire for departure, free of familial and other obligations?  

Anecdotes can inflect the reading further.  Former Elam student Michael Smither recalls 

Weeks’ wistful recollections of lively Paris and North Africa; ‘I think he wished sometimes 

he’d never bothered returning.’654 

 

Weeks would not have been interested in the slicker currents of Surrealism, such as Dali’s 

grotesque, accomplished illusionism, but he clearly took an interest in the indeterminate and 

the dream.  In 1938, Weeks had to explain to a reporter what Surrealism was, the word used 

naively with reference to a version of Still Life with Decorated Jar, as a catch-all for the 

‘modern’ and ‘strange’, perhaps.  ‘“THIS IS NOT SURREALIST’, says John Weeks,’ the 

picture’s caption reads. 655  The reporter writes:  

 

Someone’s sure to call the still life “surrealist” which the artist swears it’s not.  He 

defines surrealism as a work of the subconscious and contends there’s nothing of the 

dreamstuff about his flat pattern.656  

 

In terms of reproductions of ‘dreamstuff’ available to see in New Zealand, one was Paul 

Nash’s Nostalgic Landscape (1923-1938), included by Wilenski in Art and Australia in 

1942.657  Cryptic pictogrammic drawings by McCahon and Knight Turner, however, share 

more of a formal vocabulary in common with Weeks’ dream-scape.  Turner’s Children’s 

Aerial Landscape (fig.19, c.1950) and McCahon’s The Mount Arthur Range (fig.20, c.1946), 

are works on paper which share closer commonalities to each-other, than to Week’s painting. 

 
653. Regardless of psychoanalytic symbolism Weeks may have been exploring, it is striking that his motifs at this time often suggest the 

water, growth and energy.   

654. In conversation with the author, 5 November 2013. 

655. Joy Bartley, New Zealand Observer, “The Man They Couldn’t “Hang”: John Weeks Sticks to his Colours in Startling Pictures for 

Auckland Art Gallery,” 14 April 1938.   

656. Joy Bartley, New Zealand Observer, “The Man They Couldn’t “Hang,” 14 April 1938.   

657. Reginald Wilenski, “London Letter,” Art in Australia, no.5 (March April May, 1942): 19. 
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Fig.19. Dennis Knight Turner (1924-2011) 

Children’s Aerial Landscape, c.1950  

Ink and watercolour on paper 

228 x 298 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 

 

Fig. 20. Colin McCahon (1919-1987) 

The Mount Arthur Range, Nelson, 1946 

Ink and watercolour on paper 

265 x 415 mm 

Hocken Collections, Uare Taoka o Hakena, 

University of Otago 

 

All three works, nevertheless, are similarly naïf, imaginative visions with linear emphases 

and landscape content.  There was clearly something ‘in the water.’  The images by McCahon 

and Turner were produced within five or so years of each other, while the date for Weeks’ 

symbolical imagining is likely to be earlier.  The earliest known link between Weeks and 

McCahon is the 1948 Canterbury Group show in which the senior artist submitted one of his 

two Memory of a Dream paintings.  Richard Wolfe has also noted the similarities between the 

examples by Turner and McCahon which he attributes to: ‘…the two artists responding 

independently to similar stimuli.’658  While Weeks’ dream-scene is suggestively nocturnal, 

Turner and McCahon use similar colouration with enlivening affects.  Turner’s image has the 

quality of a quirky model camp-site seen from above and its fine black linearities and 

illustrative whimsy echo graphic art of the 1950s.659  He, like Weeks, incorporates a line with 

‘hairs’ along it.  Wolfe cites the expressive geographies and linear expression of British artist 

Graham Sutherland (1903-1980), and the whimsical output of Paul Klee as two points of 

stimulus for Turner.660  McCahon’s representation is indexed to the Mount Arthur mountain 

range which is graced with overarching fern-frond; the mountains appear thus as if partly 

held together by natural elements.  Traces of pencil are detectable beneath the pigment 

 
658. Richard Wolfe in email, 15 July 2014. 

659. Wolfe states: ‘…  Children’s Aerial Landscape…, present[s] an almost direct overhead view.  Looping black lines both defined the 

topography, which included a peak with a trig station, and created smaller areas for trees and a lake with a sailing boat.’  Richard Wolfe, “A 

Continuous Line: the art of Dennis Turner,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 2011), 69, accessed 15 July 2014, 

http://hdl.handle.net/2292/6355. 

660. When Wolfe interviewed Knight Turner, the artist could not recall producing this image.  Wolfe suggests: ‘The use of an elevated 

horizon and a meandering line were characteristic of Sutherland’s landscapes… .The general playfulness suggested an awareness of Paul 

Klee.’  Richard Wolfe, “A Continuous Line: the art of Dennis Turner,” (Master’s thesis, University of Auckland, 2011), 69. 

 

 

Image redacted. 

 

 

 

 

Image redacted. 

 

http://www.mccahon.co.nz/browse/collection/hocken-collections%2C-uare-taoka-o-hakena%2C-university-of-otago
http://www.mccahon.co.nz/browse/collection/hocken-collections%2C-uare-taoka-o-hakena%2C-university-of-otago
http://hdl.handle.net/2292/6355
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however, the drawing has the effect of directness, and by association, an intuitive, guileless 

act of creation.    

 

The larger picture of the cultural milieu should be briefly noted in connection to the works 

above.  The various La Trobe teachers, such as Roland Hipkins, and their promotion of arts 

and crafts education and Māori art, the particular influence of Gordon Tovey (the only New 

Zealander in the La Trobe scheme) as National Supervisor of Arts and Crafts (1944-1966), 

and Theo Schoon’s enquiry into Māori cave drawings, are all part of this rich story of cross-

pollination.661  Tovey’s elevation of Māori design, and his articles such as ‘Expressive Media 

for Children’ in Art in New Zealand, helped shape New Zealand art education.662  Weeks also 

extolled the intuition and lack of fear he saw in children’s art, and enthused over its 

‘delightful gusto’ and ‘spontaneous abandon.’663  He had an essentially sympathetic approach 

to teaching, a keen interest in nurturing personal expression and imagination, and he believed 

dogma and insensitive criticism were the path to insincere art.664  As a teenager, in around 

1956, Don Binney was introduced to Weeks by his neighbour, Hilda O’Connor.  Weeks 

invited him to attend an afternoon outdoor class at Elam which he remembered: ‘… was a big 

first for me, psychologically.’  Weeks was ‘keen-eyed’, ‘a gentle, decent man’, and ‘…his 

comments [were] rational and considered.’665  

 

Charged with teaching traditional art skills such as pictorial perspective in his classes, 

however, Weeks worried about teaching children academic technical facility.  Like a lot of 

the art schools of the period, students on the cusp of adulthood were plentiful at Elam.  He 

warns of teaching skills and rules: ‘[in]…making them over-conscious of this virtue, we may 

err on the side of stifling their imaginative development.  It is all very difficult and 

complex.’666  Eric Westbrook would be blunter.  In reference to a school art competition, he 

stated of Elam’s training: ‘Frankly, I’m horrified at this prospect of some of the talent we see 

 
661. Mary MacDonald has done extensive research in this pioneering area of ‘child-centred education’ in her doctoral thesis: “Elwyn 

Richardson and The Early World of Art Education in New Zealand,”( Doctoral thesis, University of Canterbury, 2010). 

662. Gordon Tovey, Art in New Zealand 12, “Expressive Media For Children,” (December, 1939-40): 97-99.  

663. Weeks, E H McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki, 11. 

664. His beliefs precede the ‘experimental school’, initially supported by Tovey, set up and run by English teacher Elwyn Stuart Richardson 

between 1949 and 1962, in Northland.  See: Margaret McDonald, “Elwyn Richardson and The Early World of Art Education in New 

Zealand,” (Doctoral thesis, University of Canterbury, 2010).   

665. Letter from Don Binney to the author, March 2012 

666. Lecture notes, Development of Adult Techniques in Gifted and in Interested Students,’ RC 2007/8/1/9, pg.11, E H McCormick 

Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 
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on these walls going into that sausage-machine.’667  Weeks’ agreement with this sentiment 

can be assumed, given his own thoughts years before: 

 

Why should the artist be expected to stick to some hard and fast accepted rule - 

already worn threadbare by constant repetition - and have no opportunity to express 

himself in the way he deems fit and can best convey his ideas and message? 668 

There certainly appeared to be no ‘hard and fast rules’ when Louise Henderson encountered 

Weeks’ studio of works.  Henderson wrote to Weeks after a visit to his studio: 

 

Seeing your work to such an extent was most tiring as I tried to see the sequence of 

development in thought and [it] was exhausting …which stirred me to mental activity 

and I will bring with me its outcome.669  

 

Henderson’s perception of Weeks’ diverse directions is consistent with earlier reports.  Some  

of this eclecticism was likely from the contrast of his earlier, softer vocabulary with the 

severer quality of some of his later images.  However, Weeks’ oeuvre, even before the many  

 
667. Auckland Star, “Art Schools called a “sausage machine,”” 17 September 1953. 

668. This was quoted from an un-catalogued notebook in the artists’ estate.  It echoes the sentiments of his lecture of around 1947..  See: 

Auckland City Art Gallery Quarterly, no.46 (June 1970): 4-5.   

669. Letter from Louise Henderson, ‘17.06.1947 [?]’, [1.99], RC 2001/1, E. H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o 

Tāmaki.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

Image redacted. 

 

 

 

 • Fig 21. Louise Henderson 

• Decorative Study, 1947 

• Media unknown 

• 152 x 115 mm 

• Private collection, Auckland 

Fig.22.  Abstract Forms, Venice, c.1951 

Tempera on Board 

495 x 705 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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deletions by the Fire, was not easy to grasp in its entirety and various avenues of thought, 

though connections and cross-fertilisations can certainly be found.  A tiny curvaceous, linear 

design by Henderson appears to have been part of the ‘outcome’ (fig. 21, Decorative Study).  

Observed realities appear to inform the design, such as the rear of an insect, while a 

schematic shape at the lower left suggests a power pole.   

 

Similarly, certain organic and architectural resonances can be found in Week’s surviving 

works of the late 1940s and early 1950s works, including the luminous Abstract Forms, 

Venice (fig.22, c.1951).  The latter conveys Week’s interest in Fernand Léger’s various 

geometric designs such as The City (1919, MoMa) and the French artist’s abbreviated motifs 

such as the perpendicular road with dashed lines, stepped shapes, and circular disks.  The 

luminous composition in tempera paint also has series of curved shapes particular to Weeks’ 

oeuvre such as the fin-like shape visible in his earlier Industry of 1936.  In Abstract Forms, 

Venice this motif has the connotation of a sail and suggests a somewhat Vorticist dynamism.  

In an unresolved study (fig.23, Untitled), there is also use of curving and circular disk-like 

shapes with biomorphic suggestion.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Fig. 25. Toucans, 1940s 

Mixed media on paper 

320 x 20 mm 

Location unknown 

Source: Cordy’s 

Fig.24.  Maori Motifs, c.1945 

Details not available 

Collection of the Rotorua Trust 

 

Fig. 23. Untitled sold as 

‘Coastal Abstract’, c.1940s 

Gouache on paper, unsigned, 

395 x 500 mm 

Location unknown 

Source: Cordy’s 
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Students and friends of the early-to mid-1940s noted that Weeks saw the potential for study 

in detritus and nature that other teachers would not.  Some of these things include rubbish-bin 

lids, detritus of boatyards, a patch of grass, rusting corrugated iron, insect markings, tree bark 

under changing light, pond scum and algae, rock pools, and rotting stuff beyond his back 

porch.  A weathered sheet of corrugated iron appears, for example, The Old Tank (fig. 26).   

 

 

 

Peter Tomory, former director of the Auckland Art Gallery, recalled:  

 

…there was an area at the foot of an old tree on his property which [Weeks] sat 

observing for hours as the light changed the patterns and colours.  These “colour 

notes” he worked up in the studio afterwards….670   

 

Such an example of Weeks’ close consideration of the textures in nature appears in his study 

of a tree trunk in around 1950, noted in Chapter Two.  It was likely Whistler who was the 

first to impress on Weeks the idea of the ‘common-place’ with all its aesthetic possibilities.  

After praising Whistler in around 1947, he declared, ‘An artist can paint a masterpiece in his 

backyard if he conceives it as such.’671  During the middle to late 1940s, he was dealing with 

a bed-ridden mother and a mentally unwell sister, as well managing his full-time teaching.  It 

is understandable that he increasingly turned to material close at hand but his use of the found 

or ‘common-place’ object can be framed within impulses in that period, too.  However, this 

preoccupation was out of step with the emphases of his teaching colleagues.  One of his 

former students, Peter Reid, studying at Elam in around 1944, believed that: 

 
670. Peter Tomory to Joan Mackie, 30 October 1972: See: Joan Mackie, “Some Aspects of the art of John Weeks,” (Master’s thesis, 

University of Auckland, 1973), 195-6.  

671. Quarterly of the Auckland City Art Gallery, no.46 (Auckland: Auckland City Art Gallery; June 1970): [n.p] 

Fig.26.  The Old Iron Tank 

Oil on board, signed 

395 x 500 mm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of International Art Centre 
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Archie Fisher, Lois White and other tutors in those days held a very narrow view 

about what was good painting.  Any form of abstract art was seen as rubbish.  Weeks 

must have been seen as an outsider in the tutor pool.672 

 

Weeks felt it keenly when his pursuits were derided or misunderstood, as a note in his writing 

suggests: ‘Art is jealous – it demands all … and then [for it, and the artist] to be considered 

unpractical …leaves a really bitter taste in one’s mouth.’673  In his belief of individual self-

expression and diverse exploration, the teacher was distinctly out of step with his Elam 

colleagues, Fisher and White.  White was very consistent in her formal vocabulary and 

seemingly expected her students to emulate it.  While certain landscape subjects by Fisher 

and White do appear to have taken on some of Weeks’ simplifying, rugged approach to 

landscape painting, the experimental or abstract was anathema.   

 

It was not just ‘abstract art’ but ‘ugly’ subjects and gestural or expressionist modes of 

painting which were sternly discouraged.  Reid, about 14 at the time, felt frustrated by Fisher 

and White’s narrow approach.  He remembered White’s admonishment: 

 

I still hold [the] memory of Lois running to my painting of a slaughtered  

animal.  She spoke with shock and horror.  Not just because of the subject but the 

bold way I had applied the paint.  She immediately grabbed a brush and began to 

smooth the sharp edges of my brush-strokes.674 

 

Weeks’ own examples such as Objects in The Backyard (fig. 27, c.1940s) indicate how 

misaligned his interests were with those of the curriculum at Elam.  This ‘ugly’ subject with 

partly obfuscated content, highly textured, naïf approach to scale and perspective, would have 

‘horrified’ White, just as Reid’s painted carcass did.   

 

  

 
672. Peter Reid in email to author, 8 November 2016. 

673. Undated, uncatalogued note, JWA, RC 2007/8/1, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

674. Peter Reid in email to author, 8 November 2016. 
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•  

•  

This is an imaginative montage of elements likely drawn from the artist’s own backyard and 

farm estate: the dead tree stump, the rubbish bin, farm buildings and jewel-like red toad-stool 

mushrooms that push up in autumn; appealing but poisonous.  It prominently features a bin 

lid shape poised like a shield, two oversized red-orange mushrooms, naïf buildings with red 

roofs, and aggressively geometricised tree-trunk like no other dead tree in New Zealand art 

history.  Red-orange accents create a rhythm within the composition otherwise united by a 

nocturnal atmosphere.   

  

 

 

A less truculent spherical form is suggested in the tiny watercolour In the Garden (fig.28).  

This shape partially dissolves into the background.  Though its curve is slightly blunted it 

suggests a planet variegated with ancient purple-blue waterways.  Small bright yellow dots at 

the lower edge suggest flowers amidst grasses, though all else is indeterminate.   

• Fig. 27. Objects In The Backyard, c.1940s 

• Reproduced courtesy of the Peter O´Connor 

Collection 

• Oil on wood panel 

• 433 x 337 mm 

Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū 

Fig. 28. In the Garden, n.d 

Watercolour on paper 

110 x 85 mm 

Location unknown 

Image source: Webb’s 
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Herbert Read states of Paul Nash’s preoccupation with natural forms: 

The natural organic fact, the present life of flower and leaf, invades the animistic 

landscape, the sacred habitation of familiar spirits.  The shell, the fossil, the withered 

stalk, fungus, tree and cloud, are so many elements in a druidic ritual.675 

There is something darkly ‘druidic’ about Weeks’ totemic, nocturnal composition Objects in 

The Backyard, where the common-place is transformed into something un-common.  The 

painting or perhaps a sibling work with more than one ‘dustbin’ is referred to by William 

Sutton: 

I am reminded of the disgust shown by some city councillors many years ago when 

[a] painting by John Weeks, depicting dustbins, was offered to the Gallery.  They 

despised the lowliness of the objects themselves - ‘Dustbins in the McDougall!’ - and 

failed to appreciate the fine counter-play of convex and concave surfaces that the art 

displayed - the real reason for painting.  Artists gradually liberated themselves from 

the tyranny of the subject matter.676 

Sutton’s reference to the ‘tyranny of subject matter’ is linked to the European academic 

hierarchy of subjects in order of worthiness as well as the possibilities of abstraction.  

Notions of the ignoble versus noble pool of themes that constitute ‘fine’ art are not obsolete 

today, and thus provide frisson in contemporary art.  Weeks explored the formal and 

connotative relationships of the found object without the ‘ball and chain’ of naturalism. 

He and the much younger artist Eric Lee-Johnson both found aesthetic value in ‘ugly’ 

human-made and organic detritus.  Lee-Johnson’s best-known paintings and drawings often 

lean towards the emotive.  At one point in the middle 1940s they each had a studio in 

Swanson Street; this proximity was likely of some mutual, if undeclared, benefit.677   

 

In the late 1940s, Weeks wrote: 

 

I have always done my best to encourage students to look for beauty in the most 

 
675. Cited in: Peter Abbs, A is for Aesthetic: Essays on Creative and Aesthetic Education (New York:Routledge, 1989), 175. 

676. William Sutton, “My favourite”, Bulletin, issue 117 (June-August 1999), 3. 

677. Ron Stenberg states: ‘We had studios in Swanson Street, and John [Weeks] had one at the top and Eric Lee Johnson had one on the 

other side and I had one underneath with Ivan Pascoe and Pete White.’ Interview with Stenberg, 22 June 2011, Birkenhead, Auckland. 
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unexpected places... Many a noble composition has been inspired by a handful of half 

dead leaves, which the average person would trample underfoot as something 

unworthy of consideration.678  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           

 

   

  

   

 

 

 

Fragments Underfoot (fig. 29. c.1940s) derives from the study of organic matter and what 

appears to be the use of both oil and tempera.  The energy and activity of Fragments 

Underfoot suggest, in microcosm, larger forces of creation.  The painting’s movement and 

richness suggest the subject of earthy vitality.  Fluctuating colours particular to Weeks 

include mushroom-mouse hues against richer pitches of reddish earth tones, creamy yellow 

and pale green, grey-blues and small glints of white.  A series of pale ‘crosses’ add texture 

and stimulus to the lower centre.  Processes of decay and new growth are sensed.  A 

prominent fungi-like and rather phallic form suggests this life force.  The delicate green and 

yellow lines to the left loop, stop, start and wiggle, and form a flickering thread-like pulse.   

 
678. Lecture notes, ‘Development of Adult Techniques in Gifted and in Interested Students,’ RC 2007/8/1/9, E H McCormick Research 

Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

Fig. 30. Kauri Gully, 1915 

No further details available 

University of Auckland  

Art History Database 

[accessed 1 October 2018] 

Fig.29. Fragments Underfoot, c.1940s 

Tempera and oil on board  

432 x 355 mm;  

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki  
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Four main masses of creamy yellow stippling dance around it in a circular rhythm.  The 

painting somewhat echoes the quivering life and stippling of his very early watercolour 

sketch Kauri Gully (fig.30, 1915) and the larger, highly textured, After Heavy Rain (no 

illustration, c.1942, A.A.G).  Paradoxically, in his reference to organic detritus and earth in 

Fragments Underfoot, there is the suggestion of a close focus on the ‘fragments’ in question, 

but their abstraction denies the information of the microscopic gaze.  

 

Fragments might be the same work or a sibling work to that described feelingly by a reviewer 

in 1983 of a survey of Weeks’ art: 

 

Objects Underfoot...[is] closer to the work of Paul Klee, with [its] shallow ground… 

[It has] a sense of urgency, of small intense problems of good and evil being worked 

out again, and again.679  

 

The dynamics of line and colour in relation to one another; perhaps what the writer saw as 

‘small intense problems of good and evil,’ is a striking, if obscure statement.  Fragments 

Underfoot is not particularly Klee-like, but has a ‘shallow’ depth and suggests and evokes the 

meditative decision-making process of painting.   

 

      

 

A less spritely example (fig.31, c.1945) also references the motif of organic detritus.  More 

varied in colour than the former image, it suggests a dance of leaves, a stick, and berries or 

acorns.  Curvaceous movements give a writhing quality.  Weeks muses over figure and 

ground ambiguities; an orange shape seems welded to the stick through a jigsaw relationship 

 
679. Otago Daily Times, “Exhibitions of unusual interest”, 8 August 1983. 

Fig. 31. Untitled, c.1945 

Oil on canvas board,  

25 x 29.5 cm 

Location unknown 

Image courtesy of Webb's  
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of parts.   The rounded bulge on the stick outlined in blue seems to take a bite out of the 

orange shape while simultaneously overlapping it.   

 

An extended reminiscence from Weeks’ classroom of around 1944, underlines the value he 

saw in imagination.  The late Peter Reid recalled a memorable incident in the classroom: 

 

Our weekly outdoor painting session with ‘Weeksie’ was cancelled because of heavy 

rain.  He gave us a choice: do a painting of an outdoor subject from memory or look 

through the window and paint what you see.  Most of the students peered through the 

rain-soaked glass and painted the scene of the houses and street.  The rain on the glass 

distorted the view: the roof, chimneys and poles …were transformed into a strange, 

almost surreal colour arrangement.  That's what I saw; that’s what I painted.  I heard 

some sniggering.  After about half an hour, Weeksie stopped the class and to my acute 

embarrassment herded everyone around my easel.  He praised my painting and gave 

an enthusiastic lecture on observation, expression, colour, composition and form… 

John Weeks showed us something different from the rigid [Archibald] Fisher and 

[Lois] White approach to painting [which was] only about drawing, form and tonal 

values [for suggesting volume].680 

 

It is clear from his statement that Weeks was interested in a range of values in art making 

which included the empirical, the expressive, and formal values of ‘colour, composition and 

form.’  To make art from the mundane, and into a strange, new vision was what Weeks 

applauded in young Reid’s effort.  Few of his paying students, however, would go on to 

greater things.  We will never know of the many canvases and drawings Weeks kept on site at 

Elam or which students saw what and when.  It is also unclear to what extent he tried to 

deviate from the traditional preferences of Fisher in his teaching methodology.  Weeks could 

be a lot more forthcoming on the wider potential and practice of art, it seems, outside of the 

School.681   Several affectionate anecdotes from former students add up to suggest that 

Weeks, like many men who survived the World Wars, was a functioning alcoholic who 

frequently absented himself from hands-on teaching.  Day, for instance, said the teacher 

tended to set up the class before a subject, such as buildings or industrial areas of Auckland 

 
680. Peter Reid (former Elam student), email to the author, 10 July 2014. 

681. Day noted of his teaching manner at Elam: ‘[he] was not loquacious in anyway whatsoever ...’.  Melvin Day in interview, 31 July 2013, 

Seatoun. 
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city, before heading off to the local taverns in the nearby streets, ‘smelling liberally of beer’ 

on his return.682   

 

However, if he was not verbose as a rule, the teacher’s sometimes meandering thoughts 

remain in his many drafts of lecture notes.  His lecture notes for trainee teachers in the 1940s, 

which have been a valuable resource for this thesis, stressed the value of going beyond 

literalism and finding a vital, rhythmic energy in nature.  He exhorts students to respond to 

ineffable forces: 

 

…there is a very large section of the public ...whose understanding is based solely on 

the recording of actual facts. ... [B]ut the serious student... who is truly moved by 

nature will demand more than this.  He will demand...a quality expressed by the old 

Chinese - the rhythmic vitality or spiritual rhythm of things ...and... this quality exists 

in all the finest works of art, as it does in our own New Zealand landscape...683 [My 

italics] 

 

This description sounds like the mysterious essence of things sought by many modern artists 

and which transcends nationalist or nativist intent.  Weeks describes Qi or Ch’i, an ancient 

Chinese concept without definitive meaning.  It has variants around the world, including 

prana, in India, and Vitalism and Neo-Vitalism, in European theory.  Though the word 

Vitalism has not yet emerged in Weeks’ vast estate of notes, his reference to Chinese 

philosophy and ‘rhythmic vitality’ is revealing.  Some of Weeks’ surviving imagery and other 

statements, convey that this well-known currency of thought had filtered through in 

unquantifiable ways, likely from Herbert Read’s writings, among other sources.   

 

Phillip Ivanhoe and Bryan Van Norden offer this interpretation of qi. 

Perhaps originally referring to the mist that arose from heated sacrificial offerings, 

this term came to refer to vapor in general and human breath in particular.  In a more 

technical sense, qi was thought of as a kind of vital energy found in both the 

atmosphere and the human body and existing in various densities. …In later Chinese 

 
682. Melvin Day in interview, 31 July 2013, Seatoun. 

683. Lecture notes, ‘Development of Adult Techniques in Gifted and in Interested Students’, c.1947, 4, RC 2007/8/1/9. E.M.L, AAG. 
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philosophy, qi was thought of as the fundamental ‘stuff’ out of which everything in 

the universe condenses and into which it eventually dissipates.684 

This description suggests the mist or vapour of Fantasy 2 (fig.32, c.1948).  The climbing 

‘terrain’, suggestions of vapour and cloud-like formations have broad echoes of the fictive 

landscapes in Chinese and Japanese art, a connotation seemingly at odds with nativist literary 

themes.  The atmospheric, delicately sprawling evocation of Early Spring by Guo Xi (fig. 33) 

produced in 1072, is echoed in the tall format of rising organic forms and tendril lines in 

Fantasy 2.   

 

 

Weeks aims for ‘the rhythmic vitality or spiritual rhythm of things’ in Fantasy 2.  The effects 

of the oil on white paper suggest the medium of both watercolour and watery processes of 

every scale: hanging or dripping moisture, rain down a window, rivers seen from above, and 

congregating clouds.  A compelling diagonal force runs through the centre of this rising 

formation.  Pale yellows, pinks, madder reds, and pale notes of deep blue are deftly 

orchestrated into sweet harmonies.  Curving lines in the top left section suggest hanging 

 
684. Philip J. Ivanhoe and Bryan W. Van Norden, Readings in Classical Chinese Philosophy, 2nd ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 

Inc., 2001), 391. 

Fig. 32. Fantasy 2, c. 1948 

Oil on card 

554 x 346 mm 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
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boughs of elegant trees or falling water.  A waxy drawing media acts to both reject and 

enclose remnants of the oil, amplifying the figurative suggestions of moisture.   

Lightly suggested volume emerges in the lower section forming hints of limbs and claw-like 

appendages.  Some sprawling beast, or sky-amphibian slumbers in a gorgeous colour and 

light-filled dream, its detail slipping into the ether as if consciousness takes over upon 

waking.   

 

Fantasy 2 suggests notions of universal energy as described by Colin Trodd:  

 

A number of related terms – “rhythm,” “rhythmic vitality,” and “vital energy” 

– were used to describe the various projects for connecting structures of 

existence to systems of representation.685 

 

Amongst Weeks’ estate ephemera stored in the Auckland Art Gallery, is a greeting 

card illustrated with the detail of a Fu Pao-Shih (or Fu Baoshi) (fig.34, 1945).  Fu 

Baoshi’s watercolour represents an encounter in a wilderness, rendered in a taschist 

style, titled Shi Le Seeking the Way.   

 

  

 

 

 
685. Colin Trodd, “Revitalizing Romanticism; or, Reflections on the Nietzschean Aesthetic and the Modern Imagination,” In: Pam 

Meecham, A Companion to Modern Art (Hobroken: N.J: Wiley, 2018), 19-36, 21.    

Fig. 33. Guo Xi (ca. 1020-1090), Early Spring, dated 1072 
Hanging scroll, ink and light colors on silk 

1583 x 1081 mm 

Collection of the National Palace Museum, Taiwan 

Image sourced from: 

https://depts.washington.edu/chinaciv/painting/tptgnsla.htm 

Fig. 34. Fu Baoshi (1904-1965) 

Shi Le Seeking the Way, 1945 

Scroll detail on postcard, 

From the ephemera of the John Weeks 

Archive, RC 2001/1 (4.4), Auckland Art 

Gallery Toi o Tāmaki  
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The Chinese artist who trained at the Tokyo School of Fine Art in 1933, became a 

popular exponent of a poetic, personal fusion of Japanese and Chinese innovations: he 

‘sought spontaneity through a spattered-ink method of painting - a kind of ‘action 

art.’686   

 

Andrew Bogle, one of the two writers to mention Weeks’ Fantasy works, relates such 

indeterminacy through Chinese aesthetics and philosophy: 

 

…Taoism postulated a rhythmical non-material essence to matter which they 

called ch’i. …The material bodies of the physical world they saw simply as 

temporal forms, like standing waves or changing cloud patterns, created by the 

universal spirit ch’i.  Change, they held, is the only constant in the universe.687 

Fantasy 3 (fig.35, c.1948), which like Fantasy 2 also reveals grid-marks in pencil, 

presents luminous colour and crystalline-like shapes within a shallow, ambiguous 

space.  It suggests a range of phenomena: dripping watery processes, flames, rocky 

crevices, cavernous structures, glaciers, and coral.   

 

 

 
 

 
686. “Chinese Art in the Age of Revolution: Exhibition Overview”, Metropolitan Museum of Art, accessed 10 October 2018, 

www.metmuseum.org. 

687. Andrew Bogle, “Chance in Art: the Indeterminancy Aesthetic,” Art New Zealand, no. 21, Spring 1981-2, 38. 

Fig. 35. Fantasy 3, c.1948 

Oil on paper 

541 x 377 mm 

Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetū 

http://www.metmuseum.org/
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Considered against its sibling Fantasy 2, might we ask if Weeks is playing a perceptual 

‘trick’ on us?  Fantasy 3 is also a perceptual puzzle where both subject and process of 

discovery are elusive.  The two works nod to decalcomania as a tool of discovery, a device 

Weeks was using by the 1940s.  Decalcomania had been invented in the 18th century and 

became a well-known Surrealist technique for exploring accidental effects and 

associations.688  It involves the transfer of a wet medium from one surface such as glass or 

paper onto another surface.  The bleeds and dispersal of media under manual pressure present 

chance results and often soft edges that can be either manipulated or left alone  

 

As noted, a light pencil grid, a standard studio method of scaling up a composition, can be 

seen in both the Fantasy compositions discussed.  It can be seen then, that the analytical and 

the ‘intuitive’ sides of Weeks come together here, choice, calculation, and chance went hand 

in hand.  Nodding at the artist’s careful, predetermined Fantasies 2 and 3, Bogle uses a 

dichotomy of ‘intention versus indeterminacy.’  However, Weeks’ ‘…mock decalcomania 

pictures’ remain indeterminate and open-ended for the viewer regardless of any artistic 

intention.  Fantasy 3, for example, though in fact carefully constructed and applied, has 

imitated the effects of decalcomania or some other random application of watery pigment.  At 

first glance, it is as if gravity has forced bleeds into rivulets which have then been tipped this 

way and that.  Weeks’ delicate defining strokes and stippling, curling emphases and denser, 

feathery markings represent conscious, careful painting controlled by compositional 

gridlines: they are a world away from the directness and immediacy of the Surrealist 

automatic device he often used. 

 

The Auckland Art Gallery’s Fantasy 2 appeared in Pound’s essay, ‘Emerging Abstraction’, in 

the Gallery’s The 50s Show exhibition catalogue of 1993 to 1994.  In linking his selected 

images, Pound is broad.  He states: ‘[r]elated to the common delight in organic-found-objects 

is the use by such as John Weeks, Kase Jackson and Dennis Turner of the surrealist 

techniques of frottage, decalcomania, and the palimpsests achieved by sanding to reveal 

layers of paint beneath.’689  Pound assumes, it seems, Weeks has used one or more of said 

techniques, however the particular organicist fantasy he has selected is largely hand-painted, 

 
688. The Museum of Modern Art, which has informed this definition, has many examples of Surrealist use of decalcomania.  See: 

https://www.moma.org/collection/terms/30, accessed 1 December 2019. 

689. Francis Pound, “Emerging Abstraction,” New Zealand Home & Building Souvenir Edition: The Newstalk 1ZB 1950s Show (Auckland: 

Associated Group Media/Auckland City Art Gallery, 1992-3), Exhibition catalogue, 40. 

https://www.moma.org/collection/terms/30
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and carefully so.  However, the emergent animate life in the lower half of Fantasy 2, invites 

an alternative title – ‘Emerging Figuration.’  Pound notes of widespread preoccupations in 

New Zealand art at the mid-century:  

 

Driftwood, seashells, sea stones, bones, and burnt-out tree trunks were especially 

favoured as artistic subjects, and as things in themselves – such shapes seemed, 

without further adjustment, already to be art.690  

 

As with many surveys, the complexity of truth gets lost or overlooked in the attempt to 

marshal multiple artists through a set of themes.  Melancholic themes of ‘seaspawn and sea-

wrack’ do not clearly play out in Weeks’ image.691  Fantasy 2, as noted, could connote a wide 

range of watery and vaporous natural phenomena, but it also suggests something rather more 

imaginative and creature-like emerging from the ‘mist.’   

 

 

 

Rain, coral, sea-life, and coupling forms might be read in another related work on paper, 

Untitled (fig.36), for instance.  Weeks’ interest in vitalistic forces and suggestive processes of 

growth does not square with Pound’s phrase of ‘pleasure in ruination,’ either.692  Nor did his 

interest in indeterminacy, imagination, chance, and suggestion, materialise in association with 

the investigations of younger New Zealand artists like Eric Lee-Johnson, but was evident by 

 
690. Pound, “Emerging Abstraction,” 41.   

691. Pound, 41. 

692. Pound, 41.  An eloquent writer, he saw an elegaic richness in Lee-Johnson’s work: ‘…it seems Lee-Johnson saw little else worth 

painting but ruin and decay.’  To which the artist retorted: ‘Nothing, in fact, could be further from the truth.’  Eric Lee Johnson, No Road to 

Follow; Autobiography of a New Zealand Artist (Auckland: Godwit Press, 1994), 154. 

Fig. 36. Untitled, n.d 

323 x 270 mm 

Decalcomania and hand painting 

Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa 
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the 1920s; in theory if not artistic output.  In later years, Weeks recalled a whimsical form of 

entertainment in Edinburgh in Francis McCracken’s studio in around 1923:  

 

In our studio in Edinburgh (before I had read of Leonardo’s advice…) there 

was a water stain on the plaster ceiling which gave [us] such a feeling of the 

completeness of the statement of Moses that we made it a rule to invite other 

painter visitors to comment on it – we would ask them ‘What does that stain 

convey to you’?  …the answer was usually the same …Moses.  …There are 

some who say this is purely accidental and therefore unworthy of 

consideration but I think that [this exercise] draws a very strong line of 

demarcation between the painter with imagination and the painter [who does 

not] 693 [My italics.] 

His reference to Da Vinci relates to the Renaissance artist’s instruction on the stimulus of the 

imagination:   

 

Look at walls splashed with a number of stains or stones of various mixed 

colours. … [There are] … resemblances…to a number of landscapes, adorned 

in various ways with mountains, rivers, rocks, trees, plains, wide valleys and 

hills.694  

The discovery of the figure of Moses upon this ceiling by the two friends and visitors says 

much for that generation’s familiarity with common modes of Judeo-Christian visual 

representation.  In the late 1920s, the British art teacher Robert Nettleton Field was inspired 

by the suggestive shapes of wood grain at his home in Dunedin.  As in Weeks’ account, a 

religious theme evolved.  Field’s strange, pointillist ‘Christ at the Well of Samaria’ (Te Papa, 

1929, not illustrated) resulted.695  In 1921, Swiss psychoanalyst Hermann Rorschach had 

developed his inkblot test as a result of a popular party game – the simple transfer process of 

decalcomania.  Rorschach went on to use the compressed marks to discern the individual 

psychology behind a viewer’s reported associations.696  The inkblot would spur the 

 
693. ‘Notes on Art’, John Weeks Archive, RC2007/8/1/9, E.H. McCormick Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki.. 

694. Dario Gamboni, Potential Images. Ambiguity and Indeterminacy in Modern Art (London: Reaktion Books, 2002), 29. 

695. Anna K. C. Petersen, “Field, Robert Nettleton,” Dictionary of New Zealand Biography,” first published in 1998, Te Ara - the 

Encyclopedia of New Zealand, accessed 28 October 2019, https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/4f10/field-robert-nettleton. 

696. Larisa V. Shavinina, The International Handbook on Innovation (Amsterdam; Oxford: Elsevier Science, 2003), 273. 
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participants to suggest what forms they saw within the drying, random design.  Such rich 

fertilisations between art and science as demonstrated by Rorschach are often overlooked, the 

value of art often seen as the lesser to the latter.  Weeks, himself, wrote:  

 

I feel we cannot completely divorce science from art, and art from science.  There is 

an affinity between the two, but intuition seems to be the greatest determining factor 

in the final check-up in painting.697  

 

Weeks, as seen in the two gridded-up Fantasies would impose geometrical, ‘rational’, order 

over or under fluctuating areas of tone, texture, light and shade.  In Persian Colour 

Harmonies (fig.37, c.1948), which remains un-located, the mudbrick buildings of Morocco 

echo when considered against drawings such as El Maiz (fig.38, detail), and Weeks’ early 

industrial buildings, perhaps register, too.   

 

 
 

 

Over soft pink browns, greens, browns and soft blacks, he has applied pale and dark lines 

which suggest forms beginning to solidify: terracotta-hued structures emerging from the 

‘mists.’  The soft movements and colour in the composition suggest various natural 

 
697. Lecture notes, ‘Development of Adult Techniques in Gifted and in Interested Students,’pg.14, RC2007/8/1/9, E.H. McCormick 

Research Library, Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki. 

Fig.37.  Persian Colour Harmonies, c.1948 

Oil on board, 

565 x 365 mm 

Location unknown 

Image sourced from Webb’s 

 
 
Fig.38.  Detail: El Maiz, 1927.  See page 

156 for full image. 
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phenomena: steam, cloud, vapour, changing light, spreading lichen, floating algae or other 

biological processes.  There is much to contemplate and engage the eye and one’s mental 

archive of organic impressions.  Irregular dark areas at the borders of the image act to push 

forward the textured areas of soft ochres and greens.  Weeks teases the eye: it ruminates over 

the play of forms, texture, line and suggestion of observed realities in the world.  These 

realities are visual memories, perhaps strange and contradictory in their combination: human-

made structures partly pervaded by natural phenomena.  

 

    

 

   

 

The Hocken Collection Abstract (fig.39, 1956), in a frame hand-painted by the artist, shows 

Left: Fig.39. Abstract, 1956 

Tempera and oil on paper  

228 x 305 mm 

Mona Edgar Collection 

Hocken Collections, Dunedin 

Fig.40. Parisian Façade, signed and dated 1926 

Oil on board 

440 x 382 mm 

Location unknown 

Courtesy of International Art Centre 
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Weeks musing over the relationships of receding and advancing colour and tone, textured 

against untextured areas, and soft organic irregularities alongside geometries.  With some of 

his striations watery phenomena come to mind: rust red rivulets of pigment suggest the 

channels of water seen from high above, or tendrils of watercolour pigment spreading 

through water.  In the Hocken’s abstract, loosely woven boxes of milky and putty-hued tones, 

ochres, greys, tangerines, soft pinks, and pale mauves seem to levitate in varying degrees in 

accordance with their warmth or amount of luminous white.  Geometricised patches of 

glowing colour echo the decorative geometric abstractions of Klee, but Weeks’ abstraction 

also has echoes of his striking poster-covered Parisian building of 1926 (fig.40, Parisian 

Façade).  In the unlocated Abstract Arrangement (fig.41) Weeks balances dense or flat 

colour in geometric shapes against soft, irregular textured shapes which appear to have 

diaphanous, watery or misty effects.  Black gives depth and gravitas or sprightly stimulus 

through its delicate calligraphic movements.  There is an echo of the shapes in George 

Braque’s Pipe with Glass, the artist’s postcard of which was also discovered in the artist’s 

estate ephemera (fig.42).   

 

 

Fig. 41. Abstract Arrangement, c.1950s 

Details and location unknown 

Image courtesy of John Gow and the John Leech 

Gallery archive 
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It would certainly be unwise to characterise the artist’s late oeuvre by use of the mechanical 

metaphor he used in around 1950.  

 

Great progress has taken place in the design of a lot of the modern machinery with 

which we are acquainted…steamships, motor cars to mention but a few show a 

striking change from the earlier types of construction.  Do the critics hold up their 

hands in horror at this change or evolution in this field? 698 

 

Weeks aligns innovations in industrial design and modern technology with innovations in 

modern art.  In my chapter on Weeks’ still life, I argued that the singular Precision Carbon 

Holder, in which industrial technology first appears to be enshrined, can in fact be read to 

oscillate between preoccupations with intellect and instinct, and science and creativity.  The 

curious Weeks, then, who also extolled the expression of a ‘spiritual quality’ and ‘rhythmic 

vitality’ does not emerge as an: ‘…artist-seer [who] emancipates himself from the alienating 

objectivity of technology, science, and industry.’699  He embraced the analytical, the rational, 

the intuitive and spontaneous.  

 

 
698. Weeks is quoted from his notes in: Auckland Art Gallery Quarterly, Issue 46, 1970.  

699. Colin Trodd, ““Revitalizing Romanticism; or, Reflections on the Nietzschean Aesthetic and the Modern Imagination” In: Pam 

Meecham, A Companion to Modern Art (Hobroken: N.J: Wiley, 2018), 20. 

 

 
 

Fig.42. George Braque  

Pipe and Glass, 1917 

c.1950s postcard, 

Fernand Hazan, in association with A.D.A.G.P 

[est.1953]  

J.W.A 1920-1965, RC2001/1 

(4/4) ‘Greeting Cards and obituary card,’ 

Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tāmaki 
 

 

 

Image redacted. 
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This chapter has detailed some of Weeks’ interconnected preoccupations in the late 1940s 

and 1950s.  The artist’s interest in abstraction was, indeed, rarely ‘pure’ as the first scholar on 

Weeks established.  The thematic and philosophical suggestions that emerge in his late 

oeuvre are sometimes ‘strange’ or playful, and are fascinating additions to our knowledge of 

a varied, often-thoughtful artist.  His interest in geometric abstraction remains a continuous 

thread, as did a distinctly Romantic current.  As seen in the study at large, the artist produced 

poised geometries based on mathematical formulae, enjoyed architectural motifs, and 

referenced industrial design.  A further continuity appears: motifs of rhythm, movement, 

dance and ritual noted in this chapter hark back to some of his soft Aestheticist fictions of 

curving, ‘dancing’ trees addressed in Chapter Two.  The artist who had produced tonally 

sensitive imagery of trees at dusk, later spent hours musing over organic phenomena (and 

other found objects), testing colour-tone effects.  The found organic and human-made detritus 

later became a catalyst for art, and is perhaps most evident in the painterly Objects in a 

Backyard.  Weeks, as we have seen earlier in this study was a lover of the vernacular, old, 

weathered and roughshod, along with nature, such as clay, trees, and skies.  In examining 

Weeks’ preoccupations with nature, abstraction, and notions of intuition, and creativity, as 

seen in works like Fragments Underfoot, and Harlequin, we can widen the breadth of 

understanding currently held about his art and concerns.  Through a richer understanding of 

his avenues of thought, a better grasp can also be made of the spread of philosophical and 

aesthetic ideas and their idiosyncratic expression around the world at different times. 

 

This chapter, like the other chapters, seeks to address the absence of examination of Weeks’ 

formal and thematic concerns; an overdue exercise.  His essential eclecticism in a large 

oeuvre of work, now more readily accessible, has helped deter sustained enquiries.  The 

written opinions of leading art historians are also influential.  Dunn suggests a derivative 

quality afflicts Weeks’ contribution: ‘For modernist painting to have any impact it had to be a 

personal discovery, not an imitation of well-tested subjects and techniques.’700  The phrase 

‘personal discovery’ is reminiscent of Weeks’ own statements of intent before the Fire, which 

often ring out with humility.  One includes:  

 

…more than half the joy in painting is the feeling of achievement when one fancies he 

has found something worth saying in terms of paint, has made even a small discovery 

 
700. Michael Dunn, New Zealand Painting: A Concise History (Revised and Expanded) (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2003), 107.   



 

316 

 

in the use of medium and carried out his idea with conviction and truth within the 

limits of his chosen medium…701  

 

The artist’s most compelling enquiries, including his unusual focus on colour-tone, his formal 

and whimsical meditations in a range of work discussed in this study at large, such as 

Fragments Underfoot or Fantasy 2, and his interest in finding newness in the ‘mundane’ or 

common-place; these are some of the ways he made new worlds in paint.   

 

  

 
701. Howard Wadman (ed), “John Weeks,” Yearbook of the Arts, no.3, 1947, 30. 
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Epilogue 

 

When I began research into John Weeks some years ago, I assumed, unsurprisingly, the aim 

was to reinstate him in the art historical account more fully.  However, almost everyone I 

spoke to in the art world assumed my angle on Weeks would be to focus on, and foreground, 

his modernist contribution.  Seeds of doubt over this suggested path were sown when I wrote 

a short, introductory article on his North African drawings.  Much of his work in Morocco 

while sketching outdoors was reminiscent of older British traditions of sketching, while some 

was inflected by his studies in Paris.  Many were architectural in construction, poised and 

forthright, while others were loose, direct, deft.  The evidence was already there, and yet I did 

not drive the point home: Weeks had an eclectic, roving approach, sometimes decorative, and 

he was accomplished in a range of media and formal vocabularies.   

 

Potent imagery was found in periods of work that were not considered in critical terms as his 

‘best’ or most advanced.  Indeed, such work was considered by some commentators as a 

passé endeavour, which may have affected how he was seen as a modern artist in survey 

accounts.  Did his earlier softly-wrought nocturnes before 1923 not count towards his 

significance as an artist of substantial, expressive means?  Was I not to consider this output 

along with the evidence of his later, inventive Fantasies or the Hocken’s surviving, 

whimsical Abstract [The Table], for instance?  The complicated nature of this eclectic, 

fragmented oeuvre, the historical slippage around use of the terms modern and modernist, 

and my desire that both his subjects and formal vocabularies should be honoured if not 

always in equal measure, were factors driving this open-ended investigation.  Explore with an 

open mind and come what may was the approach I took.   

 

I came to a difficult realisation: I needed to embrace most of his career and organise it both 

thematically and, within the chapters, loosely chronologically, in order to make sense of what 

emerged across the length of his career.  To a far greater extent than most other artists in New 

Zealand, the range of Weeks’ scope could not be understood by a handful of disparate images 

in various local histories of art.  These have included his regionalist-titled dark, savage, 

symbolic gorge scenes, a textured shifting mass proclaiming to be a ‘cavern’, two Lhote-

inflected figure compositions, and a teetering still life with distinctive blue ceramic vase and 

white rose, that nods variously to Cézanne.  These are but a tiny fraction of what Weeks’ 
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diverse oeuvre has to offer.  The goal was to better contextualise these intriguing, isolated 

images with other works, biography, contemporaneous reception and introduce a courtesy: 

the intellectual engagement of visual analysis.  

 

With this approach, it was accepted there would naturally be recurring compositional modes 

that cut across the thematic categories.  Despite the gaps and losses sustained, recurring 

patterns of formal preoccupation almost derailed the organisation I had opted to work within.  

Art historians seek patterns, after-all.  Fertile visual relationships between, for instance, his 

rising French metropolitan buildings, industrial chimneys, and Moroccan fortresses. are noted 

throughout.  An exhibition would better reveal these visual inter-connections.  Not every 

theme used by Weeks could be represented as a chapter.  Boats, for instance, in marinas in 

Venice, Corsica, and Southern France, were a great attraction for Weeks, but they are mostly 

outside my chosen framework.  For reasons of space and the thematic parameters established, 

I could not easily incorporate certain abstract works. 

 

There are other, purely formalist, approaches that are valid in addressing John Weeks’ 

oeuvre, but which would benefit from the perspectives, period context, and monographic 

scope established here.  Former art dealer Petar Vuletic, who encountered the artist’s estate 

studio in around 1970, told me he was struck by Weeks’ interest in colour, and that should be 

the primary organising device.  Certainly, there is no doubt that colour and tone were among 

foremost considerations for the artist.  Weeks’ screeds of highly detailed pencilled notes on 

the colours and tones on paintings of artists he saw in European galleries and museums and 

dense papers of various colour theory notes suggest a passion and analysis bordering on 

obsession.  

 

Unexpectedly, in some of Weeks’ most compelling, and sustained areas of enquiry, I found 

his biography could be read in both figurative and formal senses.  These include his related 

interests in gouged landscapes, in the clay industry, use of brick and clay colour, his war-time 

Catacomb watercolours, and in his fascination with the vernacular hill-side dwellings in 

Morocco.  The nocturne is another pervasive subject and preoccupation; it seeps into all 

chapters whether suggested through dark and light effects in a still life, in the intimacy of his 

foundry scene, Industry, or his early trees at dusk, or in the luminous quality of an abstraction 

in tempera. 
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We are closest to understanding an artist’s work, their overlapping medley of formal 

decisions, subjectivities, and recurring motifs, through a conjunction of both close looking 

(where possible) and a wider perspective.  This is more revealing and fruitful than those 

narrow emphases that have tended to be stressed in Weeks’ artworks seen in relative 

isolation.  The John Weeks that emerges from this thesis is a much more complex and 

substantial artist than the Weeks of previous accounts.  In his art making he was restless, 

exploratory, at times experimenting with the possibilities of various media, formal 

vocabularies, and subjects, in ways that distinguish his work from that of his contemporaries 

in New Zealand.  These qualities made his work overall difficult to ‘slot into’ the standard 

historiographical approaches in New Zealand art history.  The same qualities also render his 

art rich and strange. 
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