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INTO THE LIGHT
Few people have seen Arthur Streeton’s etchings. But were we ever meant to?

By Kate Legge
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 Inside a tiny stone church on the tip 
of Victoria’s Bellarine Peninsula the 
proud owners of a new print gallery 
have a secret they are busting to 
share. Gulls shout the sea’s proxim-
ity as Soula Mantalvanos leads me 

upstairs to a mezzanine space they’ve recently 
added for drawing classes since this is a place of 
making, telling as well as showing. Her husband, 
Theo, goes off to fetch a cache of long-forgotten 
treasures that fell into their lap seven months ago, 
preoccupying every waking hour since. Not only 
because they’ve sweated devilishly hard to bring 
these art works back to life – but what if fire, theft 
or an act of God struck? The hand that cast them 
over a hundred years ago is long dead.

Theo returns with a cardboard package. His 
green eyes flash as he feels inside for objects he has 
handled so often, so carefully, so closely they are 
almost his intimate friends. He slides out the first 
of 12 etching plates made by Arthur Streeton, one 
of Australia’s greatest landscape painters. For some 
reason the artist never printed sets from these 
 copper and zinc plates for exhibition or sale, and 
they languished in boxes stowed in cellars and 
rooms of houses, places often prone to damp. “It 
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wasn’t just the weather,” says Streeton’s grand-
daughter, Venetia Patchett. “One of them was used 
as a putty tile and another had a square of copper 
cut out to fix a bit of household plumbing by my 
dad,” she recalls with cheerful affection of her 
father, Streeton’s only child. “Dad was so disre-
spectful. He burnt heaps and heaps of watercol-
ours because the paper had aged with foxing 
marks that nowadays can be restored. Nobody 
took much notice of the plates.”

Streeton had an extraordinary creative output 
during his 76 years: from early  canvases such as 
Golden Summer – a glorious landscape painted at 
Heidelberg in 1889, when he was 21, which is about 
to show in an Australian impressionists blockbuster 
at London’s National Gallery – to his 20 years in 
Europe, including service as Australia’s official war 
artist (a rare airing of these works is planned by the 
National Gallery of Australia for 2018). Then his 
return to Australia after the ravages of war, when he 
painted Land of the Golden Fleece (1926), buoyed 
with gratitude for home’s peaceful bounty. This 
1926 landscape headlined the Geelong Gallery’s 
exhibition of Streeton earlier this year. 

Keen to knit regional networks since opening 
their own gallery and print workshop in nearby 
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Queenscliff, Theo, 43, and Soula, 47, 
visited the Geelong exhibition and 
admired Streeton’s poetic renderings 
of the Grampians and coastal 
glimpses. They’d recently sold their 
Melbourne design studio in a 
seachange they hoped would help 
Soula manage crippling pain that has 
been a constant companion since an 
accident in 2007. Days after going to 
the exhibition, Theo was busy in their 
gallery when he noticed an older gen-
tleman who’d ambled in for a look 
around. They got chatting. “I asked 
him whether he’d caught up with the 
Streeton show in Geelong and he 
laughed a little sheepishly. ‘Yes,’ he 
nodded. ‘I’m William Streeton, his 
grandson.’ It was a bit of a giggle 
moment,” Theo recalls.  A week later William came 
back. This time he was carrying a blanket under his 
arm. “He said, ‘I want to show you something’.”

William opened the blanket to reveal the 
extraordinary cache of Streeton’s etching plates – 
looking rather worse for wear. “There were barna-
cles or oxidized marks clearly visible obscuring the 
surface and some calcification, which is not good,” 
Theo recalls. Still, he agreed to see what could be 
done – and so began the painstaking task of resto-
ration with a soft rag, Brasso and elbow grease, 
every night after hours, behind locked doors. 

They held their breath as Theo ran proofs 
through the heavy metal press in the back room of 
the gallery given over to printmaking workshops. 
“When we printed off the first plate of a stretch of 
the Thames you could just make out barges and 
buoys, and as we continued to buff them a lost city 
began to emerge and suddenly there was St Paul’s 
and a little ship with rigging. It was magic.,” he says. 

A limited number of print sets from the plates, 
made for Streeton’s descendants, will be exhibited 
in March. “For months we’ve had this hop in our 
step walking down the street carrying a secret that 
we couldn’t share,” Theo says. “I’m one of the very 
few women who can say she’s slept with Streeton,” 
Soula laughs of her efforts to keep the plates safe. 

Not everyone in the art world is comfortable 
with this enterprise, though. “I don’t really approve,” 
says Streeton specialist and chairman of Sotheby’s 
Australia, Geoffrey Smith. “Was Streeton happy 
with them [the etching plates]? Without knowing 
his intentions I’m quite circumspect.” Curly ques-
tions may trouble curators and connoisseurs but 
the family and the printmakers can’t wait to show 
them to the world.

Arthur Streeton’s paintings are on the move. 
Curator Michael Varcoe-Cocks accompanied seven 
of his best from the National Gallery of Victoria’s 
collection on the flight to London, where they will 
hang alongside works by Tom Roberts and Charles 
Conder in the National Gallery from December 
until March, brightening the northern winter. In 
the late 1880s all three artists shacked up in tents in 
the Heidelberg bush or beside Sydney’s coves with 
easels and brushes as they reimagined our land. 
“Our seats were old boxes… our illumination was 
tallow candles. Surrounded by the loveliness of the 
new landscape, with heat, drought and flies, and 
hard pressed for the necessaries of life, we worked 
hard, and were a happy trio,” Streeton wrote.

This was their golden summer, a zenith of 
 creativity and youthful joy. All of them traipsed to 
Europe (Conder stayed) but none enjoyed great 
success – and who among them would have dreamt 
that a century later they’d be the toast of the town? 
 Streeton’s early years in London were hard. He was 
homesick and broke, returning for a year to Aus-
tralia in 1906 where he held an acclaimed exhibi-
tion and pocketed enough to propose on arriving 
back in London to Nora Clench, a world-class 
 violinist. Although recognition improved during 
the two decades he spent overseas, it was a slog. 

Around this time he began to etch. In a letter to 
his friend, scientist Baldwin Spencer, in January 
1913 he told of an afternoon with Nora spent in the 
print room of the British Museum looking at Rem-
brandt’s etchings. “There’s quite a boom on now in 
good modern etchings and I’ve taken it up again,” 
he writes, describing his mix of hydrochloric acid, 
potash and water, producing a fine result. “Printing 
is such an important part of it, even if one can pro-

duce a beautiful drawing and etch it 
successfully – I’ll have a look out for a 
good second-hand press, spit on my 
hands and get to work, one’s hands 
get very inky… it’s an extravagant 
game and difficult to turn them into 
money, but it’s so very alluring.” He 
includes a news clip on the recent 
high prices paid for landscape and 
architectural etchings by the Scottish 
artist David Young Cameron. 

“There was a great revival [of etch-
ings] going on at this time,” says art 
historian Dr Anna Gray, a former 
National Gallery of Australia curator, 
who included three of the etching 
plates now being worked on by Theo 
and Soula, along with one-off proofs  
made by the artist, in a 1996 Streeton 

exhibition at the University of Western Australia. 
Her former colleague, the NGA’s head of prints, 

Roger Butler, knew of the complete cache of plates 
through the late Oliver Streeton, the artist’s grand-
son and self-appointed archivist. “They were not in 
good condition,” Butler says. “They looked like 
they’d been under the house.” As far as we know, 
Streeton never printed an edition from the plates to 
exhibit or sell. Perhaps the war intervened. “Were 
they not finished enough?” Butler muses. “We’re 
not sure. Was he distracted? We’ve no way of con-
firming this unless some day a letter comes to light.”

Streeton carted at least 12 plates home when he 
resettled in Melbourne with his wife and son. 
Granddaughter Venetia traces the box shifting 
from the cellar of the family’s original Toorak 
home to the “very damp” gallery room at the 
Olinda property in the Dandenongs where Stree-
ton died in 1943. She remembers Rembrandt etch-
ings on the walls of his Olinda house, Longacres. 
Her brother Oliver, who died in 2013, took on the 
job of managing the creative estate – art, sketch-
books, letters, slides, papers, brushes, easels and 
plates. “Someone had to do it,” Venetia says. “He 
understood it all. He did it completely without any 
commercial expectation. Dad always felt Oliver 
was like his own father [Arthur Streeton] – very 
kind, gentle, literate, he loved poetry, read all the 
time. He was just such a lovely soul.”

Curators and researchers who visited Oliver’s 
archives – “boxes and boxes of stuff” – tell affec-
tionate tales of barely organised chaos, since this 
was an immense but largely thankless task. “With-
out Ollie a lot would have been lost,” says his 
brother William Streeton, 64 – one of the artist’s 
three remaining grandchildren, and who took the 

cache of etching plates to show Theo. “The Streeton 
family are notorious for not looking after things,” 
he jokes, mentioning a lithograph stone he saw 
once in the garden at Olinda. When Oliver died 
the NGA received a load of archival material 
while  Oliver’s partner gave the box of plates to 
Venetia, 67. “I always wanted to do something with 
them,” she says – but the plates were put aside, 
again, when her husband became terminally ill.

“It was after the Geelong Gallery exhibition that 
Will met Theo at the Queenscliff print gallery and 
things have taken off from there,” Venetia explains. 
There will likely be around 30 sets printed for 
 family, with the gallery also selling a small number 
to offset the costs of production and display.

Sotheby’s Geoffrey Smith sniffs at this resuscita-
tion in the absence of the artist’s imprimatur, ask-
ing: “Is it now that the key responsible people are 
gone it is a free-for-all?” He argues the practice is 
for artists to print etchings, edition each one, then 
destroy the plates. “That is the process. I ask, what 
would Streeton want done? Did he ever take 
impressions from these?” he says, comparing them 
to drafts or notes that had a life inside the studio but 
not beyond it. “I do treat what he produced and the 
manner in which he presented it very important to 
evaluating the significance of it.”

The family has no qualms, however. “My ques-
tion to Geoffrey [Smith] is, ‘Why not?’” volleys 
Venetia. “I think they are really important. How 
many hours went into these etching plates? It is an 
honour to restore them.”

Smith penned an essay for the Geelong Gallery 
catalogue accompanying Streeton’s paintings of 
Western Victoria; in it he counters the historic dis-
paragement of these later pastoral 
scenes as facile and mannered, argu-
ing that the artist continued to speak 
a universal language channelling the 
spirit of country, capturing a moment. 
“I believe he changed the way in 
which we view and feel about the 
place we live,” Smith writes.

A revision of Streeton is underway 
with a new biography by art historian 
Ann Galbally set to argue he was 
dealt an injustice by homegrown crit-
ics guilty of what she calls “a strange 
inverted nationalism”, or plain old 
jealousy of his European focus. No 
major study of the artist’s life and 
career exists, nor is there even a 
 complete catalogue of his work. Every 
so often new canvases appear. 
Recently Smith heard from a Tasma-

nian woman purporting to own a Streeton she 
wanted to sell. He hopped on a plane the moment 
he received an electronic image. “My heart missed 
a beat,” he says. “She inherited it from her grand-
mother.” Titled And the Sunlight Clasps the Earth 
(taken from the poet Shelley, as many of his works 
were), there was no mistaking the artist’s touch in 
“the small figure going through a grove of trees 
opening up into a sun-bathed landscape in front of 
the ocean.” Smith carried it home on his lap and 
Sotheby’s auctioned this painting last month (the 
winning bid hasn’t yet been revealed, but Sotheby’s 
estimate was $250,000-$350,000; Streeton’s Set-
tler’s Camp sold in 2012 for $2.1 million). Smith 
loves Streeton. His reserve towards the plates may 
dissipate once he sees them. 

Certainly, print curator Roger Butler welcomes 
their recovery. “One day we’ll find out more,” he 
says. “A little bit whets the appetite. What more 
could there be?” His colleague, Emma Kindred, 
who did her PhD on Streeton’s sojourn in Cairo, 
also cheers the family’s decision. “This is their herit-
age. He is such an important artist for Australia but 
we tend to associate him with big golden blue land-
scapes. I came up against this with Cairo. The prints 
show us a different part of his art making. Why did 
he do them? Why did he not continue? We don’t 
come to these questions about Streeton unless we 
have a starting point for discussion.”

Several plates depict scenes of Venice where he 
honeymooned in 1908. Gondolas bobbing beside 
the Doge’s Palace, La Salute from Riva Schiavoni. 
Others focus on architectural sites in Britain and 
Europe: Victoria Tower, Westminster; the River 
Thames; Rouen Cathedral; the ballroom at Eng-

land’s Bamburgh Castle where gowned women 
recline decadently. As the murk lifted from these 
plates, finely wrought details came to light. My 
favorite is the magpie, caught in momentary repose, 
or the sheafs of harvested hops in a stubbly field. 
Kindred finds an echo of the magpie in contempo-
rary etchings by Sidney Long. “What other artists 
were doing at the time is quite important,” she says. 
“Without these images we can’t have the conversa-
tion. They will provide an amazing resource for 
curators, researchers and conservators.” 

Like the bootlegged tapes of great musicians, 
even rough fragments by a dead genius tweak 
interest; the Queenscliff Gallery & Workshop’s duo 
of Theo and Soula can’t believe the fillip this  project 
has brought them after bleak years spent managing 
Soula’s health after a fit ball she sat on at work 
burst, landing her smack on the concrete floor, 
damaging the biggest nerve in her pelvis. The acci-
dent shipwrecked their life as specialists took years 
to diagnose the source of her pain. “You think 
you’re going mad,” she says. “I couldn’t stand or sit 
in most appointments. I just wanted them to chop 
my coccyx off. I was suicidal. WorkCover was a 
nightmare. I’ve had zero assistance because my 
X-rays were perfect. Yet I felt as though I had a 
three-inch needle in my sacrum.” 

A child of Cypriot migrants who came off a boat 
with coins in their pocket, Soula can’t remember a 
time when she didn’t draw or tinker, often while 
under the car with her mechanic father, handing 
him spanners or wrenches. Before her injury she 
painted a canvas a week. After the injury, “I couldn’t 
work – I would get paint out in the studio then it 

would dry.” She persevered, though. 
A 2013 self-portrait was shortlisted for 
Doug Moran National Portrait Prize. 
When a diagnosis of pudendal neu-
ralgia finally confirmed that signals 
from her pelvic nerve were triggering 
intense neuropathic pain, implants 
inserted in her lower spine scrambled 
the wiring to moderate her distress. 
Drastic changes in lifestyle followed 
as the couple swapped inner city tur-
moil for a quieter rhythm, launching 
this small venture specialising in etch-
ings, mezzotints and lithographs, so 
they could continue a creative beat. “I 
want to feel like I’m working, like I’m 
a part of something,” Soula says.

Born in Athens, Theo was a baby 
when his parents came to Australia. 
Younger than Soula, he does pretty 

Family history: Venetia Patchett 
with her grandfather’s work

Craft: Theo makes a print  
from one of the plates
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much “everything” to spare her, 
quickly mastering a second-hand 
press that was delivered the day the fit 
ball punctured in 2007. “The best way 
to learn is if you’re thrown in at the 
deep end,” he says. “I’ve never studied 
how to curate, or run a gallery either.” 
He’d given up mechanical engineer-
ing for marketing, but retained an 
affinity for gears and levers. A larger 
press they bought last year now hums 
at the hearth of their printmaking 
workshop, conjuring Streeton’s 
imagery into black and white.  

“For months we couldn’t believe 
we were touching the plates, that we 
were entrusted with them,” Soula 
says. “We feel like we’re on this cloud. 
It’s as if we’ve done everything we 
could to keep going and this beautiful opportunity 
transpired.” Strangely, however, excitement cranks 
up the pain; it ebbs when spirits are low.

William Streeton was drawn to the couple’s 
 venture partly because he knows what it’s like to 
start from scratch. “Having been there before 
many years ago… to help a little business, well, it’s 
no skin off our nose,” he says. Plus, there is a sense 
of Streeton coming full circle since the artist was 
born at nearby Mount Duneed, and briefly 
attended the Queenscliff primary school while his 
father was principal.

The area is home to mezzotint artist Graeme 
Peebles as well as print maker Andrew Gunnell, 
who spent 15 years operating the old press that’s 
now busy with Streeton’s plates, familiar with “its 
creaks and groans”. Theo drew on the knowledge 
of these master printmakers as he set about  cleaning 
 Streeton’s plates. “All his etchings have a very deep 
etch so we had a lot to work with,” he says. After 
closing the gallery at night he’d buff them clean, a 
time-consuming task. “It took between 45 minutes 
and an hour to clear a spot the size of a 5 cent coin.” 
Someone suggested soy sauce and whitening pow-
der. “It didn’t work.” Only one of the 12 plates 
couldn’t be saved. In between cleaning, polishing 
and proofing they deliberated over paper (Somer-
set) and the choice of ink (soft black Charbonnel).

Print connoisseurs love the marriage of imagi-
nation and mechanics embedded in a craft where 
every proof is unique. “Dirty plates, lots of ink, 
 wiping back, that’s what’s beautiful about print 
making,” Theo says, echoing Streeton’s pleasure at 
rediscovering the medium. “Plates clean up every 
time you run them through the press. This is not a 
Xerox machine. It’s the pressure of the hand on 

that plate.” Many proofs were discarded because of 
a mark or a smudge. “We treated them like 
national treasures,” he says. “It has been such an 
honour to be handling them. I don’t know if any-
thing bigger than this will come around again.” He 
loved lifting the edge of the thick damp paper after 
each press run to discover fresh details. “See the 
reflection of the lady’s dress in the parquetry floor,” 
he points to the finely drawn etching of the Bam-
burgh Castle ballroom. “And the gentleman to the 
side, the soft line of cigarette smoke. You love them 
all, like your children,” he sighs. 

The plates will be stored with the NGA after the 
exhibition. “Theo’s done an amazing job,” William 
Streeton says of the restoration. The couple aim to 
educate audiences in this centuries-old craft, as well 
as kindling interest in Streeton the printmaker. 

Venetia Patchett never got to meet her famous 
grandfather but she’s heard countless family stories, 
and the artist’s presence speaks from the walls of 
her Melbourne home. “I’ve got the red dot on that 
one,” jests her son Will, as I lean in to admire a 
Streeton painting depicting a glade of tall eucalypts 
in grey tones lightened by a creamy yellow sky. “He 
was only 18 when he did that,” says Venetia. Though 
not as grand as Golden Summer and with none of 
the rainy gleam of The Railway Station, Redfern, 
even in this slim picking he’s caught the truth. A 
year later he met Tom Roberts painting outdoors 
on the bayside shore of Melbourne’s Mentone,  and 
soon the two of them were at their giddy best in a 
painterly brotherhood bent on creative disruption. 

“I grew up surrounded by my grandfather’s art 
and it was just part of life, nothing really special to 
us as children,” Venetia says of the impressionist 

masterpieces that adorned parlours 
and hallways. “There were paintings 
everywhere that now you see in gal-
leries or national collections. My 
father did sell some works and I must 
admit I sometimes missed a favorite 
but there always seemed to be 
another to take its place.” Stuck on 
the waiting list for entry to a prestig-
ious private girls’ school, her father 
walked in with a Streeton under his 
arm and miraculously a place opened. 

Her own collection is modest, 
with canvases chosen for personal 
significance. There’s a painting of the 
big Toorak house where the artist 
once lived and Venetia and her sib-
lings were raised amidst “a magical 
garden” timbered with fruit trees. 

Streeton’s large portrait of his Canadian wife, Nora, 
dominates the room, striking in black dress and hat; 
her fair violinist’s hands set down her instrument 
when their only child was born. “She always 
thought Australia was a backwater,” Venetia offers. 
“I think Nora and Arthur were both freaks with 
their talent. She was a child prodigy, performing 
from the age of six.” They married at 40. “They 
adored each other.”

Nora is credited for introducing Arthur to soci-
ety around London after they wed, since she was 
somebody before he had made his mark. Perhaps 
he did the etchings at her behest, given the prices 
fetched around this time. He was certainly busy on 
their honeymoon in Venice, a seminal time for him.

Venetia has her own hypothesis. “Arthur always 
thought he would make good money from the 
plates, as many of his fellow artists were doing a 
thriving trade in similar prints,” she says. “He 
printed a few but thought they weren’t really up to 
scratch, and the plates were put aside and mostly 
forgotten.” She isn’t plagued by doubts over her 
grandfather’s blessing, though. “I think it’s lovely 
that they are going to be realised into something, 
into a form other than a bit of metal plate that’s just 
lying around. It’ll be great, too, for his great-great 
grandchildren and beyond because not everyone 
can have a Golden Summer!” 

As if on cue her 18-month-old grandson Henry 
Arthur pushes a wooden trolley into the room, his 
cheeks florid with the effort, oblivious to the ghost 
of artistic genius or the weight of inheritance. But 
there’s more at stake than legacy. “It’ll be good for 
Theo and Soula. Good for Queenscliff,” she says 
emphatically of a neglected trove that has finally 
found the light. l

Etched into metal: Streeton’s 
plate of barges on the Thames


