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This essay was included in the 324 pp. catalogue for a major Art Gallery of 
New South Wales exhibition, Sydney Moderns: Art for a New World, 2013. It 
assessed the contribution of the artist-designer Thea Proctor as a significant 
contributor to design, teaching and the wider visual culture of modernism in 
Australia from the 1890s to the 1950s. It has been well established in scholar-
ship for twenty-five years that modernism in 1920s Australia was mediated 
through women’s spaces and women’s bodies, in decorative arts, fashion, adver-
tising and department-store culture. 

In previous research, McNeil pursued the claims of the early feminist 
histories of Australian visual culture such as Mary Eagle. His precise focus on 
the development of interior decoration and also product design as an avenue for 
creative women practitioners was published as Designing Women in Art History 
(1994). 

McNeil’s essay here is based on new primary research conducted in the 
archives of the National Gallery of Australia. It argues for Proctor’s precise 
understanding of what suited Australian conditions and contemporary society. 
As well as writing for the catalogue, McNeil spent considerable time briefing the 
artist-designer Gitte Weise on the correct colour schemes for her recreation of 
the ‘Burdekin House’ room, the first exhibition of modern furniture in Australia 
(1929). This was because of his extensive archival research into the period.

Detail, Mr. J.G. 1922, ‘Australians 
must Develop Taste says Miss Thea 
Proctor’, in The Home, June 1 1922, 
p. 37 
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