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iA magical place  -  the art of Meg Benwell 

 

An essay by Joe Pascoe 

 

 

 

 

 

For me she is a unique colourist. Colour is the heartbeat of these paintings and for Meg, colour is 

her way of expressing her joy in life, Stephen Benwell.1 

 

To know Meg Benwell and, and to perhaps share an Alpine cigarette and a glass of Chablis, was 

to be in conversation with someone who was a true aesthete. She was an antidote to suburban 

banality and an invitation to her house for dinner was to be treasured. Meg Benwell’s paintings, 

from her early pieces such as Positano (1952) to her last works like Golden Forest (2007), formed a 

pathway that led toward a symbolic depiction of nature and a playful cosmology that embraced 

the viewer with its gentle revelations. Meg was never famous, but her work was lovingly 

collected and admired. 

 

                                                           
1 Stephen Benwell, speech notes for the opening of ‘Meg Benwell – a retrospective exhibition presented by the 
Shepparton Art Gallery’, Caulfield Arts Complex, 8/5/1993.  
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Meg Benwell Positano 1952 
 

 

Meg Benwell Golden Forest 2005 
 

Viewed most broadly, she extends the linage implied by lining up Australian artists Margaret 

Preston, John Brack and Ian Fairweather, whose influences can all be glimpsed in Meg Benwell’s 

earlier work – influences backlit by such Europeans as Raoul Dufy and Georgio de Chirico. 

Like her famous contemporary, Fred Williams, Meg Benwell soon made the trees her protagonist, 

more than the horizon line. Though her colour patches and lines became her signature strokes - 

as opposed to the paint knurls and floating varnishes used by Fred Williams.  

 



3 
 

Whilst both sensed the spiritual quality of the Australian landscape, Fred William’s paintings were 

nobly silent while Meg Benwell’s resonated with the suggested sounds of birds and moving 

branches. A perfect home has paintings by each artist. 

There was an inner aspect of pictorial symbolism in Meg Benwell’s art that gradually revealed 

itself after some two decades of painting from the 1950s to lay the basis for a second stylistic 

period from the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s. A third and final shift occurs at about the year 2000, 

following the death of her husband Sam in 1996, resulting in a suite of paintings that deserve a 

special place in Australian art history. Beyond the string of artists already mentioned, one could 

now add artists as diverse as Keith Herring, Howard Arkley and Bern Emmerichs, of whom she 

owned a beautiful platter. 

Whatever the influences, over a 60 year period Meg Benwell’s intelligence and wit as a person 

led her to develop a distinctive pictorial style, which resulted in an increasingly intriguing oeuvre 

of work. With perhaps about a 1,000 paintings in all, one can with reasonable clarity, trace her 

evolution and the many soft pathways that entwined with the main track of her unique output. 

Meg was born on 16 June 1925 at the Majestic Mansions on Fitzroy Street, StKilda2, which her 

father Claude Robert Daley managed as part of the holdings of a successful family business. 

Claude had married Beryl Daniel of Maffra, Gippsland, on 7 July 1920 at Eastern Hill. Their 

daughter Meg attended the National Gallery of Victoria Art School from 1942 to 1945, graduating 

when she was 20 years of age. Her teachers at the time included the charming and classically 

minded Charles Wheeler for drawing and William Rowell for painting. Melbourne’s post-war 

environment was set to change. 

 

In hindsight, the signposts to these changes are easy to see, though at the time founding an 

artistic career amidst the larger social shifts of the time caused by an absorption into Australia of 

Europeans displaced from war torn Europe, would have been a wholly intuitive affair. As a 14 year 

old child of a well-educated family, Meg was probably aware of the ‘Exhibition of French and 

British Contemporary Art’ curated by Basil Burdett’ which had stunned Melbourne when show at 

the Melbourne Town Hall in 1939, and challenged the foundations of art as proffered by the 

Gallery collection, still clinging to the glory days of the Heidelberg School of painting3 and its 

stilted successors4. 

The earliest known extant paintings by Meg Benwell date from 1952. By then Meg had married Dr 

Sam Benwell in 1950, following a war time romance with an American officer, which also resulted 

in a child and a two year stay in Chicago, USA5. Dr Sam Benwell’s professional rooms were in 

Clifton Hill and Carlton, which would have put the Benwell’s in contact with a cross-section of 

Australian workers , Italian migrants and university intellectuals. The choice of Positano, Italy, for 

an extended stay in 1952 was, in that sense, as logical as it was inspirational and no doubt idyllic. 

                                                           
2 Birth Certificate, Second Schedule 17098, issued Melbourne 14/2/1946 
3 E.g. Tom Roberts, Fred McCubbin, Arthur Streeton et al. 
4 E.g. Max Meldrum, Bernard Hall.  
5 Prior to marrying Sam Benwell in (DATE), Meg lived in the United States, mainly in Chicago, following a wartime romance 

and marriage with Frank … . It is not known at this stage whether she painted whilst overseas. She and Frank had a child, 

Josephine, who later pursued pottery and lives in Melbourne. 
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Their yearlong family visit to Italy in the post-war years was not only counter-cyclical to the 

Australian migration patterns of the 1950s, it tells too of the family ethos of subscribing to new 

projects. Both Sam and Meg were founding members of the Melbourne Jazz Club6, and Sam also 

become an acknowledged wine writer, and amongst the first to do so in Victoria7. 

Positano, the painting, is a very well structured composition, with an eye for the charismatic 

tones and light bouncing off the water in the foreground. Boats are moored snugly and the rising 

façade of tiered buildings topped by a dome, depicting a romantic dream. It is Italy as an elegant 

opera set, as it would have appeared at that time for this young family of two children, Jo and 

Andrew, with the third Benwell child, Stephen, acknowledged as having been conceived in 

Positano! 

Porto Ferraio, Elba (1952) was painted nearby, perhaps on a day trip, and shows a busy scene of 

numerous small fishing boats at rest in the small harbour. Meg has applied the blue gouache with 

vigour and flecked the scene with black line to create an energetic composition. Looking at it 

now, with the passage of time, one can see how this young artist, then aged 27 years has worked 

the quickly drying paint with confidence and dexterity. The composition is more challenging on 

consideration, with the mass of small boats on the left balancing the hilly landscape form on the 

right. These early works have an innate sense of colour control, and are de-populated, hinting at 

future, as yet uncovered themes in her art. 

 

 

Meg Benwell Porto Ferrario 1952 
 

Back in Melbourne, Meg attended Friday afternoon classes with George Bell fr0m 1955 to 1956. 

George Bell (1878-1966) occupies a distinctive place in Melbourne’s reputation as an artistically 

progressive state. In 1937 he had objected when then Attorney General of Australia Robert 

Menzies established a conservation Academy of Art with himself as inaugural chair8. Urbane and 

with a sophisticated career behind him, George Bell encouraged Meg Benwell and fostered her 

                                                           
6 1958; http://jazzinaustralia.org.au/jazz-clubs-in-australia/ (19/4/2014) 
7 Benwell, W.S., Journey to Wine in Victoria, Pitman Australia, 1978. 
 
8 The Australian Academy of Art; http://www.menziescollection.esrc.unimelb.edu.au/biogs/E000045b.htm 
(19/4/2014). 

http://jazzinaustralia.org.au/jazz-clubs-in-australia/
http://www.menziescollection.esrc.unimelb.edu.au/biogs/E000045b.htm
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individuality as an artist, which she often acknowledged9. Of the paintings of this period Mildara 

Winery (1955-57) contains many of the hall marks of Meg’s mature work – strips and flattened 

zones of colour forming dimensional space that is alluring yet mysterious. The choice of subject 

was prescient too, given husband Sam’s interest in writing on wine10. Another painting of this 

time, most likely titled Macarthur Square, Carlton, is like a building block to her later style, with its 

rectangular colour scheme and cut-out forms. 

 

 

Meg Benwell ‘Mildara Winery’ 1955-57 

 

 

Meg Benwell ‘Macarthur Square’ Carlton’ 1955-57 

 

As Meg recounted of her initial encounter with George Bell, ‘The first drawing that I did, he came 

up and looked at my drawing and he said ‘and you’ve learnt drawing?’ and I said ‘yes’ and he said 

‘Where did you learn?’, ‘The Gallery’, ‘It looks like it’ and he picked it up, screwed it up and chucked it 

                                                           
9 Interview with Stephen Benwell, StKilda Studio, Melbourne 26/3/2014. 
10 Benwell, W.S., Journey to Wine in Victoria, Pitman Australia, 1978. 
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away and said ‘now this is how you draw’ … It was marvellous. It was the first time anyone had 

given me insight and he drew a skeleton figure and just suddenly you saw inside what you were 

drawing …’11 

It’s the atypical moments that challenge any steady account of an artist development. They are 

all the more fascinating to consider for the depth they add to an understanding of an oeuvre. 

There are sometimes works which seem ‘private’ or different, of which Fern Forrest (1958) is one. 

A major work in terms of size and presence, it has nature as a flurry, disturbing the picture plane 

with cutting rhythms. 

 

Meg Benwell Fern Forrest 1955 
 
 
Meg Benwell’s first solo exhibition was in 1950 at the Book Club Gallery, Melbourne and her next 
solo exhibition was to be 15 years later at the respected Three Sisters Gallery,12 Brighton in 196513. 
In between she participated in group exhibitions with the Melbourne Society of Woman Painters 
& Sculptors, George Bell Contemporary Art Society and the Victorian Artists Society, East 
Melbourne. Bearing in mind that Australian Galleries, for example, was established in 1956 and 
that she was raising three children, Meg was significantly professionally active as an artist. 
Stephen Benwell reports14 that his mother set aside a day a week for painting, often Tuesday, and 
that her studio was a confirmed aspect of family living arrangements. The family always lived in 

                                                           
11 Peers, Juliet, ‘More Than Just Gumtrees – A Personal, Social and Artistic History of the Melbourne Society of 
Women Painters and Sculptors’’ MSWPS and Dawn Revival Press, Malvern, 1988, pp83-85.. 
12 Peers, Juliette, Not the Usual Book Club Storey: The Margaret Dredge retrospective and the workings of 
Australian art historiography, Art Monthly Australia, #261 July 2013, ANU School of Art, ACT. NB: discussion re 
contemporary women artists in Melbourne during the 1960s and the role of the Three Sisters Gallery, 
Brighton, which opened in 1964 with an exhibition by Margaret Dredge. 
13  The Age, 1965; 
http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1300&dat=19650317&id=JTpVAAAAIBAJ&sjid=ZpUDAAAAIBAJ&pg=

1184,2962789 (19/4/2014). 

14 Interview with Stephen Benwell, StKilda studio, Melbourne, 26/3/2014. 

http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1300&dat=19650317&id=JTpVAAAAIBAJ&sjid=ZpUDAAAAIBAJ&pg=1184,2962789
http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1300&dat=19650317&id=JTpVAAAAIBAJ&sjid=ZpUDAAAAIBAJ&pg=1184,2962789
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Hawthorn and or Kew, with the children attending nearby schools15. A pernicious sexism 
pervaded newspaper crits at the time, with the gender of an artist mentioned if it was female, 
and doubly mentioned if the artist was a busy housewife16. 
 
The scope of her style and subjects from the decade of the 1960s, such as Portrait of Sam through 
to Sydney Holiday and Tangerine, show an artist working in multiple directions with considerable 
confidence. Meg at this stage was able to paint what she liked, in terms of figuration or 
abstraction, and dealt with both with distinction. Some works, like her bird series – see Bird 
Painting – transcend this division, in a Nolan–esque way, with their quick use of enamel on board. 
The bird paintings seem unusual and hard to categorise, until one realises that she is painting the 
spirit of the bird, in an iconic and emotional manner reminiscent of Albert Tucker’s parrots, 
except couched  within her own more considered taste. 
 

 
 
Meg Benwell Portrait of Sam 1960 
 
 
 

                                                           
15 Family home addresses; Alfred Street, Kew (1955-1964), Barkers Road, Hawthorn (1964-1998), Disraeli 
Street, Kew (1998-2011). Also, ‘Paringa’, Lerderderg Gorge, Bacchus Marsh, Victoria (1964- … ). 
16 Peers, Juliet, ‘More Than Just Gumtrees – A Personal, Social and Artistic History of the Melbourne Society of 
Women Painters and Sculptors’’ MSWPS and Dawn Revival Press, Malvern, 1988, p 123. 
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Meg Benwell Sydney Holiday (Sydney Harbour) 1969-70 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Meg Benwell Bird c1965-70 
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The 1960s reveals Meg Benwell as a technically sophisticated painter – she is able to achieve a 
wide variety of effects, from perfectly flat planes to streaked surfaces, without losing control or 
dirtying the paint. The materials in use included oil paint, enamels, gouache and water colour. 
This technical dexterity played a further part in years to come when she discovered Textas and 
declared them as satisfactory as pastels. The 1960s also saw her experiment with monotypes, 
painting first on a sheet of glass, then laying a dampened sheet on paper, carrying it from the 
bath to the glass to produce the large, original prints17. 
 
 

 
 
Meg Benwell Untitled monotype c1970 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Meg Benwell Sketchbook with Texta drawings 
 
 
The point of this diversity of subject and technique was that it was not that it was an aim in itself. 
Rather, it represents a decade of interaction with all facets of the Melbourne art scene, during a 
time when tertiary art schools were opening and new commercial galleries were establishing 
their stables. A Saturday afternoon could be spent visiting galleries in Toorak, South Yarra, and 
later Richmond and the city, comparing the galleries and artists in a real-time way, just as one 
awaited the release of albums by the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. Major and surprising 
exhibitions gave rise to an oversupply of artwork onto the commercial scene, propelled by an 
insistent internationalism that overwhelmed non-mainstream work. Melbourne and Sydney 

                                                           
17 Interview with Stephen Benwell, St Kilda Studio, Melbourne (26/3/2014). 
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stood battle, with artists like Brett Whitely and Robert Jacks competing for the fantastic promise 
of an international career. 
 
Sometimes this was art by the metre, capturing the attention of the media and due for eventual 
correction like an overheated stock market. The ‘correction’ came in the form of new artforms, 
with video and installations populating the biennales, positioning the unique art of Meg Benwell 
in the context of the woman’s art movement. Meg became actively involved with the Womens 
Art Register at Carringbush Library, Richmond, and diversified her practice to undertake two 
book covers 18. The championing of woman’s art, particularly by writer and curator Janine Bourke, 
helped foster alternative career paths for women artists. Meg’s resume from the 1970s on 
includes participating in these opportunities, such as the Women’s Art Forum, Hawthorn City 
Gallery, and Niagara Gallery’s Australian Women Artists exhibition, both of 1979. 
 
In 1970, Meg had defined her future direction in an artist statement prepared and printed in a 
modest flyer for an exhibition at Muster Arms Gallery at 104/4 Little Bourke Street, Melbourne, 
‘My paintings do not directly depict the landscape. Rather, they are images arising from the 
contemplation of some aspects of nature which have a particular visual and emotional effect upon 
me. Contemplation leads to fusion with the whole, and as a consequence images are free to enter 
the consciousness which may then lay hold of and interpret by means of colour, line and form’19. 
In hindsight, one can see that Meg Benwell emerged from her experimental 1960s with a clear 
idea of what she wanted to paint and why. Her statement sums up her approach and succinctly 
describes how she had chosen to work – there was no other way for her but to follow this 
painterly path. The 1970 Munster Arms Gallery exhibition included paintings such as ‘Rock Pool’ 
(1970), ‘Tangerine’ (1970) and several Monotypes. 
 
 

 
 
Meg Benwell ‘Rock Pool’ 1970 
 
 
 

                                                           
18 Drusila Modjeska, Inner Cities, Penguin Books, Australia 1989, Suniti Namtoshi, Feminist Fables, Spinifex Press, 
North Melbourne 1993. 
19 Munster Arms Gallery, Melbourne, ‘Paintings by Meg Benwell and Barrie Beckwith’, opened 20/8/1970. 



11 
 

 
 
Meg Benwell ‘Tangerine’ 1970 
 
 
This declaration was an enormous distance away from rendering the tones of plaster casts at the 
Gallery School during the 1940s, or even George Bell’s inspirational tuition. It was considerably 
away from the gossipy webs of the various long- established, predominantly female, art societies. 
It was confident and significant – a measure of Meg‘s personal development as much as her 
artistic development. 
During this time, the story of Meg Benwell’s artistic journey acquired another dimension through 
the extraordinary artwork and success of her son, ceramic artist Stephen Benwell. 
 
There are points of comparison though not actual cross-overs between the artworks of Meg 
Benwell and Stephen Benwell. Both use floating forms and colour as the basis for compositions, 
and their compositions share a humanity in their use of symbols to inform their ‘narratives’. In 
reading the narratives in either of their oeuvres, one is well advised to draw on intuition and 
internal sensitivities, remembering first to enjoy the work before proceeding to a deeper analysis. 
Where Stephen’s eclecticism draws from across art history, Meg treated the natural world as her 
art museum, borrowing and adjusting forms with a freedom that continually inspired Stephen. 
 
The love of animals, particularly Australian one’s like owls for Stephen and Cockatoos for Meg, 
and crocodiles and kangaroos respectively, tell of a playful disposition that was possibly nurtured 
at some level as a special type of joyous permission between mother and son. At the deepest 
level they certainly shared a belief in the value of art making as an essential act of civilisation. A 
near comparison can be made between the pottery of Merric Boyd and the visual art of Arthur 
Boyd – there is in both cases, something seeded from the older generation that sits within the 
younger person, and from which the younger artist grows a new direction. 
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During the 1970s Meg and 1980s Meg had a renewed capacity for travel, and re-visited Italy, 
including Positano, as well as traveling to Greece and Bali, Indonesia. Her children had now 
reached an independent age and as noted by artist Murray Walker20, Meg drew inspiration from 
all these places and created art in response to the landscape and sometimes, the people within it. 
Travel within Australia was also undertaken, with drives to northern New South Wales to visit her 
botanist son Andrew, and to places like the Grampians in Victoria, and beyond to the Flinders 
Ranges in South Australia. All the while, she was just as likely to sketch what was nearby or spied 
through a bus window, as much as an impressive skyline. Nature for her was intimate, rarely 
grandiose or remote. 
 
The act of sketching seemed to deepen her sense of inquiry, and from the 1970s on Meg Benwell 
consolidated her aesthetic vocabulary into a language which she alone develops. Two paintings, 
Daisy Bush and Ginger Plant are whole-of-composition images where the plant form is the main 
subject. As giant cameos or close ups, they take us into the interior order of the plant kingdom 
and radiate out at the viewer. Daisy Bush glows with happiness and bounces its blueness into our 
world. To contemplate the painting is to pass beyond its overwhelming quality, to consider 
something of the life of the plant. Whether symbol or event, its purpose as an artwork was to 
announce the act of creation. This atypical work, like Fern Forrest of 1955, was an indication of 
Meg’s soon to mature interest in painting the spiritual side of nature. 
 

 
 
Meg Benwell Daisy Bush c.1970 
 
 
 

                                                           
20 Walker, Murray, notes delivered at Meg Benwell’s Memorial Service, Kew, prepared by Stephen Benwell 
15/6/2011. 
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Meg Benwell Ginger Plant 1970 
 
Spiritual as a word used in art has had several trajectories – sometimes taken to reference 
religious subject matter through the literal depiction of the Holy Family, saints and or events such 
as the Miracle of the Burning Bush, Daisy Bush can be read as a secular Burning Bush, with 
modern consciousness substituted for the biblical event. Spiritual in this later context is 
connected to nature, a highly meaningful avenue in Australian art, due to the unique qualities of 
Australian flora, intermingled as they are with specimens from other lands. 
 
Ginger Plant uses a limited palette to work through the furls of a ginger plant – one can sense the 
forms with one’s eyes almost as though one is touching them. Ginger Plant and Daisy Bush are 
perhaps an outcome of Meg’s expeditionary sixties, which for her settled on an adoration of 
nature rather than the footpaths of gritty urbanism. As an artist she had explored a wide 
spectrum of subjects but tended toward the aesthetic of nature rather than, for example, social 
realism. The wider scope of the seventies allowed for this direction, with Fred William’s, in similar 
vein, riding an arc from naturalism to abstraction, creating a new way of understanding the 
Australian landscape. However, nature and landscape are two different topics. Looking 
elsewhere, the big abstract paintings of the 1970s, such as created by John Firth-Smith and Paul 
Partos, were often connected in an endeavour to use art to create new meanings. Visual art, like 
colour television and the movies, was moving into a new framework. 
 
The explorative sixties had also given rise to an ever re-cycling of popular culture, which left high 
art beached. These two bookends of creativity later became conjoined with the advent of the 
digital era. Though for a dedicated painter, like Meg Benwell, whose creativity was not 
dependent on size, technology or subject matter, artistic advances could still come. 
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In 1964 she and husband Sam had acquired a bush block and established a holiday hut in the 
Lerderderg Gorge in central Victoria21. Offsetting their busy lives, the family spent weekends at 
the gorge, with Meg packing a sketch book and Sam packing books. Together they would have 
enjoyed a fine wine in the evenings, while the children scamperedd through the bush. It would 
have been ‘quality time’ to use an expression of the period. 
 
This habit of going off in the family car paid off for Meg and her art making. It was art made away 
from the Melbourne scene, art made in communion with the bush. 
 
A seminal work of this time is the oil painting Lerdergerg Gorge of c1980. It’s like she has painted 

the 
sunlight and floating haze of a brilliant day, when one’s eyes are made to rest in the shimmer of 
eucalypts beneath ambiguous clouds. A pair of white cockatoo fly through the composition, a 

symbol 
of hope and strength. A white bird appears now and then in Meg’s paintings, often presented 

high 
up and protective - a personal symbol that multiplies into a broader language of fauna 

representative 
of the voices of the bush; it is the animals that run between the trees that defines the 
Australian bush, with its textures and twists defining their gait, and ultimately the painter’s gaze. 

It 
was Meg’s gift that she entered this world quite young, as seen in her earliest works, and 

developed 
a beatific response that unfolded over 60 years. 
 
During the 1980s Meg Benwell exhibited regularly and strongly, mainly at Distilfink Gallery in 
Hawthorn, Melbourne. The exhibitions are well received and represent a progressive, quiet 

triumph, 
with most artworks acquired by private collectors. The Distilfink Gallery, with its glass front onto 

the 
street, opposite Swinburne University, was a lively space that respectfully represented her work. 
 
In 1993 the Shepparton Art Gallery in central Victoria curated22 a touring exhibition23 that opened 

at 
the Glen Eira City Council Gallery, before showing at the Shepparton Art Gallery and Benalla Art 
Gallery. In an essay for the catalogue, Janine Bourke wrote24 ‘Her paintings are alive with 

adventure, 
risk and pleasure. What at first seems charming in its simplicity reveals, on closer inspection, the 
subtle skills of the real professional. The landscape is the site for joyful experimentation and 

unusual 
for a woman artist of her generation, the central subject of her oeuvre’. 
 
 

                                                           
21 Google map, Lerderderg Gorge; https://plus.google.com/104514283052565744575/about?gl=au&hl=en 
(19/4/2014). 
22 Meg Benwell - a retrospective by the Shepparton Art Gallery. Curated by Joe Pascoe. 
23 The retrospective comprised 21 paintings and four works on paper dating from 1952 to 1993. 
24 Bourke, Janine, Meg Benwell - An Appreciation, Shepparton Art Gallery, Waterwheel Press, Kyabram 1993. 

https://plus.google.com/104514283052565744575/about?gl=au&hl=en
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Meg Benwell Lerderderg Gorge 1980 

 

The use of colour to denote space, and the delineation of forms with dark lines, and the general 

airiness of her work, became features of Meg’s work – now so confident and easy to be with. 

Paintings such as those related to Italy, Ischia, San Angelo and Florence are laid down with 

certainty and elegance. The works now have a feeling of balance, as if constructed and built up 

from the base. There is an openness that indicated further inventiveness, rather than a tightening 

of style. Meg may have been looking at Australian Indigenous art during this time, with its use of 

colour and ‘airborne’ perspectives a shared characoristic. Certainly by the end of the 1980s she 

seems more prepared to pursue her own cosmology of symbols, which increasingly start to 

gently inhabit her work. 

 

 

Meg Benwell San Angelo, Ischia 1983 
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Meg Benwell Florence 1983 

 

Paintings such as Blackboy and the Sea and Grampians Landscape show her reaching even further 

with her art. They are radical works, dynamic and loose, with open forms converting into 

recognisable subject matter, disappearing and appearing in an instant. A big white tree can be 

read as a spirit form and birds sit or fly, resting or scouting. It is an active depiction based on 

observation. It is Australian landscape as live, portrayed in joyful colour. 

 

 

Meg Benwell ‘ Blackboy and Sea’ 1989 

 

Once again Meg’s work evolves, though this time it evolves with what seems to be a new mission 

of bringing forth what she perceives as the true happiness of the bush.  It’s a celebration of 

nature, with its epiphanous origins seen even more directly in the plein air sketches. Her 

sketchbooks contain hundreds of drawings where one see her mind and hand drawing what is 

nearby. 
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As Sandy Callow wrote so well in 2007 for the exhibition Now and Then25, ‘Benwell’s narratives 

depict the interconnection between all living this. She is best known for her fluid, iconic line, and her 

fascination with complex pattern, forms and colours found in Australian bush and flora…’.  These 

comments, which were written a year before Meg’s death, indicate the direction that Meg’s art 

had been heading for some time, and which were realised with great success during her last 

decade of painting. 

 

 

 

 

Meg Benwell ‘Banksia’ 1992 

 

Sandy Caldrow quotes Meg26, ‘The paintings come from sketches made in the forests and bush of 

Victoria. I sit in a quiet place listening to bush sounds while closely observing the mysterious beauty 

                                                           
25 Caldow, Sandy, ‘Meg Benwell – Now and Then’, review, Gallery 101, Melbourne, 2007. 
26Caldrow, Sandy, ibid. 
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of twisting eucalypt limbs and gracefully draped leaves. Beneath my feet is a carpet of bark, 

branches and seed pods, which give off sweet aromas’. 

Just prior to the year 2000 Meg Benwell’s paintings acquire an almost painful simplicity, 

presumably in reaction to Sam’s death in 1996. She maintains full control of the paint and uses 

darker, stronger delineations and at times, a slight a subtle fluoro-like colour27 scheme, as in Red 

Forest and Rain Forest. Was this the work of an artist going further into nature as she grieved? 

Meg exhibited with the newly formed 2nR group28 several times, for which Dr Juliette Peers had 

written for their catalogue for their inaugural exhibition at Span Galleries, Flinders Lane, 

Melbourne in 1999. The name was a play on the famous 9 x 5 Impressionist exhibitions of a 

century before, which had helped launch the careers of such male artists as Tom Roberts. 

 

 

Meg Benwell Red Forest 1999 

 

                                                           
27 New generation artists which interested Meg Benwell included Keith Harring, Howard Arkley and Bern 
Emmerichs interested Meg.  
28 The 2nR group was a women’s circle of artists; http://redgallery.com.au/14-june-2-july-2%CF%80r-artists/ 
(24/4/2014). 

http://redgallery.com.au/14-june-2-july-2%CF%80r-artists/
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Meg Benwell Rain Forest 2003 

 

It is in the last decade of her life that Meg Benwell’s art achieves its highest plateau. During this 

period Meg exhibited at Gallery 10129 who presented the new canvasses with outstanding 

professionalism. The openings were well attended and the works revelled in being inter-

connectable as well as singular in subject. An  enthusiastic recalling of all her favourite motifs run 

through the paintings, an Australian Noah’s Ark, or cosmology of flora and fauna symbols. There 

is no death’s door in this late work, rather it guides you closer to the artist’s inspiration, to 

sunlight. 

ii 

The exhibitions now regularly contained larger canvasses, like Coastal Banksia, Silver Grampians 

and Golden Forest. Each one was a world, with a readable vocabulary designed to embrace the 

viewer with a gentle revelation. 

                                                           
29 Gallery 101 was at 101 Collins Street, Melbourne, and was directed by Diana Gold.  
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`` 

Meg Benwell Silver Grampians 2005 

 

Meg Benwell’s art became a form of pictorial poem that stayed connected to the ground. Its 

‘mysterious beauty…’30 had great presence and invariably used colour and line to conjure its 

subject matter. There was always a feeling of humanity in terms of temperament – no furies, no 

dark evil – and yet her use of symbols like birds, made her paintings function like omens or benign 

forecasts – listen to the forest, she might have said, and it will protect you too. 

© Joe Pascoe 21/6/2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i  
ii  

                                                           
30 Caldrow, Sandy, ibid. 

                                                           


