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Director’s Foreword
Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o Waiwhetu

Owen Merton was a Canterbury-
born artist, and it was in
Christchurch that he received
his formative education. In 1904,
like many New Zealanders prior
and since, Merton made a
decision to live and study over-
seas. In doing so, he took the
potentially hazardous path that
was too often the lot of the expatriate — risking loss
of profile at home and struggling for identity abroad.
Despite setbacks, his direct experience of modern art
movements internationally enabled him to develop a
reputation as an accomplished artist, particularly as
a landscape watercolourist.

Lack of exposure within New Zealand has meant that
Merton has been more neglected than most expatriate
painters of his generation. However, recent research on
the artist has revealed a rich, complex life and career
within the world of New York modernism. This exhibition,
Owen Merton — Expatriate Painter, reconsiders a fine
artist, for too long overlooked.

His son Thomas Merton, the celebrated Trappist monk
and writer on Christian spirituality, once wrote of
his father:

His vision of the world was full of balance, full of
veneration for structure ... and therefore his paint-
ings were without decoration or superficial comment.
My father painted like Cézanne and understood the
landscape the way Cézanne did.

Owen Merton — Expatriate Painter is the first
significant exhibition of Merton's work since the tour of
a private American collection through New Zealand in
the late 1970s, and his first comprehensive retrospective.
It is an overdue acknowledgement of Merton as a
talented landscapist, illustrator, genre, marine and
architectural painter.

| would like to thank Otago art historian and our guest
curator Dr Roger Collins, whose extensive knowledge of
the artist has helped create both the exhibition and
this publication. Many private and public lenders, both
in New Zealand and overseas, have been generous in
providing access to their collections, and their assistance
is greatly appreciated.

| commend the Gallery team and all those who have
made this publication and exhibition possible, in
particular Spicers Portfolio Management Ltd for their
very welcome sponsorship.

P. Anthony Preston

Director, Christchurch Art Gallery
Te Puna o Waiwhetu

Untitled (Houses, Trees
and Red Bank, Bermuda)
(detail) 1923 (pp. 2-3)
Watercolour

The Fletcher Trust Collection,
Auckland

Owen Merton, France
1913-14

Photograph

Collection of the Christchurch Art
Gallery Te Puna o Walwhetu
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Owen Merton

Expatriate Painter

Caricaturist and illustrator, genre, marine, townscape
and architectural painter, landscapist, a conservative
Edwardian in his teens and early twenties who meta-
morphosed into a modernist of the New York School in
his thirties — Owen Merton was all of these, yet in the
general view he has remained an artist of, at best, two
pictures: a genre subject, A second-hand shop, Paris
(1910, p. 7), and a landscape, Riwaka (1308, p. 9), both
reproduced in major books!

The generous coverage of his work by Art in New
Zealand in 1930 is not easily accessible, and both a 1962
Auckland exhibition of expatriate painters, in which
Merton was represented, and a collection of 45 works
from a private American collection toured by the National
Art Gallery in 1979, have left only shadowy memories,
even though some works from this last show even-
tually entered New Zealand collections. Merton's
presence on the art market has also been discreet.

Merton's career parallels those of many of his contem-
poraries: study in New Zealand and abroad, work in
conventional sketching grounds, inclusion in overseas
exhibitions, acceptance by dealer galleries, and regular
appearances with art societies to maintain a New
Zealand link.? The relationship of these 'expatriates’
to the development of New Zealand art is ambiguous.
Commentators occasionally suggest that they hold no
relevance, especially since public acceptance here of
their mature work was often fraught. Merton's story
mirrors those of his friends — Frances Hodgkins and
Raymond Mclintyre became British artists, Maud
Sherwood became an Australian painter — and Merton,
at the peak of his career, became an American one.

Nevertheless, the expatriates as a group are so
numerous, the gap created within the New Zealand
art establishment by their departures so substantial
and the advantages for the artists themselves so pro-

found, that they must be considered a major subset
of New Zealand-born artists, however tenuous their
ties eventually became.

Christchurch, 1887-1904

Owen Merton was born in Cashel Street, Christchurch,
in 1887, into a family active in the church, education
and the arts, in a community that admired and hon-
oured musical skill and artistic accomplishment. His
father was a musician and a school teacher, but Merton
was arguably closer to his mother, who was supportive
in both practical and financial ways, university-
educated, widely read and also a teacher. He was
educated at Christ’s College, where his father taught.

Aged 16, Merton attended classes at the Canterbury
University College School of Art.3 In the first term, he
attended a life class taught by Charles Kidson on
Wednesdays, and a drawing and painting class taken by
Annie Elizabeth Abbott and Helen F. Gibson on Fridays.
In the second, he added instruction in drawing and
painting with the same instructors on Mondays, and
maintained the same Wednesday and Friday classes.
In the third term, the life class was replaced by another
drawing and painting class, taught by A.W. Walsh.

Merton also seerns to have spent a brief, unhappy time
working in a Christchurch bank, but in 1904 he escaped
from New Zealand to study in London, apparently at the
invitation of his mother’s sister, Maud Pearce.

London, 1904-07

Aunt Maud and her husband Ben, who had no children of
their own, deserve special mention in even a brief outline
of Merton's life. Their successive homes in West London
became a stable base in his European life, though he
often lived elsewhere in the city and spent much time
on the Continent, and enabled him to maintain a

1 Asecond-hand shap, Paris

(1910), reproduced in
Gordan H. Brown & Hamish
Keith, An Introduction to New
Zealand Painting 18391567
Auckland, Collins, 1969; and
Riwaka (1908), reproduced
in Gil Docking, Two Hundred
Years of New Zealand Painting,
Wellington, AH. & AW,
Reed, 1971.

Merton exhibited with art
societies in Christchurch
(1907-17, 1920, 1922, 1929),
Dunedin (1907-10,1913-17),
Wellington (190717, 1927,
1929), Auckland (1508, 1910,
1912, 1974-15, 1927, 1929),
Nelson {1911, 1917} and
Palmerston Morth (1913). He
had three salo exhibitions in
Christchurch {1909, 1917,
1928), shared, in Wellington,
a two-person show with
Frances Hodgkins (1908) and
a four-person show with D.K,
Richmond, Esrmond Atkinson
and Percy Hodgkins (1913},
and arganised an auction of
his paintings in Christchurch
(1909). Mo firm evidence has
been found of a putative solo
exhibition in Christchurch

in 1904.

Register, archives, University
aof Canterbury School of Fine
Arts, 1903, and Canterbury
College, Christchurch School
of Art (prospectus for 1903).

A second-hand shop,
Paris 1910

Watercolour

Collection of the Museum of New
Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa,
Wellington























































































