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Foreword
Few can have taken as much advantage from the opportunity of post-war service rehabilitation study as Nelson
Thompson.
Always proud of his New Zealand origins and inheritances, he nevertheless could bring to his study in Britain
and Europe a remarkable openness of mind and vision,
and an eagerness to encounter and explore new ideas, new
processes, new territories.
He had a rare capability of perceiving other places, other
cultures and other people with shrewdness and humour,
visual acuity, sensitivity, curiosity and delight. He was a wellstudied man, who read widely and deeply, who was all his
life constantly enquiring into the origins of ideas, events and
objects, whose fine draughtsmanship was a prime vehicle of
investigation and exploration, and who took great care and
pride in the quality of his making.
These are the attributes of an artist. They are also the
attributes of an educator and it needs to be noted how
many of our artists have been, or are, remarkable teachers –
R N Field, Colin McCahon, Louise Henderson, Ralph
Hotere, Russell Clark, Robert Ellis, Marté Szirmay, Jim
Allen, Cliff Whiting. . .
Nelson was one of this company.
His teaching was never a second-best occupation, but
was a chosen accompaniment to his artistic practice. One
informed the other. One measured the other. Nelson was
passionately convinced that art was an essential function of
any society, and thus an essential component of the education of all within a society.

He was a fine humanitarian, dedicated to the enhancement of the quality of life of his family, his friends, his
colleagues and his pupils. But he was also a hardworking,
intelligent and knowledgeable artist and it is fitting that
this exhibition should present to us a perspective of his
achievements.
Peter Smith OBE
Chairman
Northern Regional Arts Council
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Portrait of the artist at work, 1962 Photo courtesy Marti Friedlander
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Nelson Thompson Paintings 1952 – 1986
Michael Dunn
Nelson Thompson the painter is not as well known to the
general public as he should be considering the length of his
working career and the quality of his output. Never one to
adopt a high profile as a person, Thompson in his art and
life remained more private than some of his contemporaries.
Also, because he was for many years employed as an art
teacher and lecturer he did not need to promote his work
vigorously, though he did exhibit on a regular basis. In his
later years, especially in the 1980s, he held regular one-man
shows in Auckland. By this stage he had retired from
Teachers Training College and was able to paint full-time.
Accordingly an assessment of his overall achievement as
an artist has yet to be made. But, it can be said at once that
Nelson Thompson was not in any sense an avant-garde
painter. Rather he worked within known conventions of
painting as to subject and style while introducing his own
observations and personal sensitivity. Nelson Thompson’s
painting has a quiet sense of quality and an unobtrusive
depth of feeling.
Nevertheless his work undergoes considerable change
between his early studies of the 1950s and his late acrylics of
the 1980s. From an essentially drawn, often monochromatic
approach, he evolved to a more highly coloured and painterly
style.
At no time was Thompson affiliated with a particular

group of New Zealand painters. Yet, because he was based
throughout all his working career at or near Auckland he was
in touch with the main developments in contemporary New
Zealand painting. He exhibited frequently with the
Auckland Society of Arts of which he was a member, though
in later years he preferred to show at private dealer galleries,
such as John Leech Gallery, New Vision and Gallery Pacific.
His painting was occasionally reproduced, for example in
the Year Book of the Arts, but was to attract relatively little
critical attention.
Nelson Thompson was mainly a landscape painter. This
said, it must be added that his range included graphic
design, figure studies and still-life. His still-life was, even
more than that of Frances Hodgkins, set in landscape with a
feeling of space, light and atmosphere. For example, his
paintings and drawings of flowers and plants are not those
cut and removed from nature, placed in vases and put on
tables. Rather, they seem interpreted as if still growing, free
of constraints of home and domesticity. Yet, Thompson had
a liking for the way man-made forms could mould the land,
intrude upon it and suggest a history of interaction. His view
of landscape does not exclude the new, but is more evocative,
perhaps even nostalgic, of the past. Broken machinery,
weather-worn buoys and ships’ tackle, such things for him
suggested the associations of time and transience.
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There comes quickly a sense that Nelson Thompson was
in many respects a modern or neo-romantic painter. In this
he reveals the strong debt to English art in his visual background and training. The revival of a romantic mood in
British painting of the 1940s and 1950s provides a necessary
framework for his beginnings as an artist. It also provides the
basis for the degree of interpretation and choice of subjects,
especially in his paintings of the 1950s.
Thompson preferred to sketch from specific subjects,
often drawing them on the spot in a series of studies. From
these he would develop the larger, finished versions at a
later date. Even so, much of his painting is small in scale,
domestic rather than public in aspiration. Frequently he
favoured pen and ink, or watercolour rather than oils as
a medium. Consequently there was a close match between
his technique and the modest actual size of his imagery. In
his scale of working Nelson Thompson has affinities
with English painters of the 1930s and 1940s like Paul Nash
or, one might add, the expatriate New Zealander Frances
Hodgkins. In this his work fits comfortably into the context
of Auckland painting of the 1940s and 1950s. Even the early
abstract paintings of Milan Mrkusich remained small until
the 1960s.
In his later works, Thompson felt little need to enlarge
the physical size of his painting to any great extent. Rather,
in his later paintings, the imagery is larger in relation to the
format resulting in an increased feeling of breadth, matched
by a more gestural execution. In these works he achieves a
freedom in his nature studies which is more abstract and
comparable with the related imagery of Gretchen Albrecht
and Pat Hanly of that time.
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Interestingly, although there is a powerful landscape
emphasis in Thompson’s art, he cannot be called a regionalist. True, most of his subjects are New Zealand ones, but
he does not focus upon national icons, or subjects chosen
for their characteristic national features. Instead, it seems
that nature in general rather than particularity is his main
concern. The sense of place emerges without self-conscious
emphasis, and is the more effective for that fact. Only very
late in his career, notably in the Rainbow Warrior paintings
does any overt political message appear in his art. But there
is always an underlying concern for nature, conservation and
harmony between the individual and the environment.
His painting is not an isolated development either locally
or in terms of British post-war painting. His years in
London and time at the Chelsea School of Art had
an enduring impact on his development as an artist and
enabled him to have first-hand contact with the work of
Henry Moore, Graham Sutherland, Edward Bawden, Eric
Ravilious, Paul Nash and John Piper, among others. He
developed there his love of fine draughtsmanship which
was deepened by a study of Old Master drawings at the
British Museum. On his return to New Zealand he began
to adapt what he had seen and learnt to local subjects and
conditions.
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Eroded sea forms, Poverty Bay 1953
pen, wax, watercolour, 355 x 430 (cat. 3)
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All Saints Church, Howick 1956
pen, wax, watercolour, 430 x 560 (cat. 9)
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Thompson and Neo-Romanticism
The Neo-Romantic movement in British painting can be
traced back to the late 1920s and 1930s. Essentially this kind
of painting is figurative and often landscape based. It can
be seen as somewhat conservative in its attempt to preserve a
tradition of Englishness in mood and subject in the face of
European and American modernist art. While acknowledging and even responding to abstract painting, Neo-Romantic
art requires the retention of subject-matter and associations
in its imagery. The ancestry of British Neo-Romanticism
can be found in the works of William Blake, Samuel Palmer,
John Constable and Turner. An important document in the
reconstruction of a romantic past with a value for the present
was the publication of the booklet British Romantic Artists,
by John Piper in 1942.
Not only was John Piper an important spokesperson
for Neo-Romanticism he was himself a highly visible and
influential painter when Nelson Thompson studied in
London in the late 1940s. Equally prominent and influential
was Paul Nash, whose paintings and graphic works were to
retain a life-long appeal for Thompson. It was at this period,
too, that the work of Frances Hodgkins was most highly
praised and widely exhibited in London. Piper saw
Hodgkins in her late work as a Neo-Romantic painter,
even reproducing one of her gouaches in colour in his booklet along with a painting by Graham Sutherland. Piper
described Hodgkins as a ‘subjective painter who extracted
feeling and associations of decay and distress from derelict
farm-buildings and implements’. Significantly Piper saw her

work as embodying feelings brought about by the trauma
of World War Two, a response that is readily visible in his
own paintings of ruined British churches and monuments
destroyed by German bombing. This suggested the potential
of Neo-Romantic art to have a political dimension by arousing feelings of outrage and patriotism.
British Neo-Romanticism preferred subjects with a
history, where the present was seen as overlaid by the past –
a quality Piper found in the works of Samuel Palmer, an
artist deeply admired by Thompson. In Piper’s favoured
architectural subjects, the topographical aspects are outweighed by sentiment and nostalgia. By dramatic
chiaroscuro, by emphasis on decay, mystery, and melancholy
mood Piper loads his works with Neo-Romantic emotion.
This kind of presentation, along with the architectural
subject-matter, is relevant to some of Nelson Thompson’s
best works of the 1950s.
One group of works where such ideas emerge is of
colonial churches. Thompson found in the Gothic Revival
forms of Auckland’s Selwyn churches the right kind of
subject and associations for his Neo-Romantic interests.
Here he was able to combine, as had Piper, the architectural
forms with an evocative, landscape environment of dark
trees, neglected grounds, threatening skies and dramatic
lighting. Of these paintings, All Saints Church, Howick 1956
(cat. 9) is an important example. Like Piper, Thompson
has drawn All Saints with pen lines which define architectural forms like the transept and tower. But this is not an
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orthodox architectural drawing any more than are Piper’s
related works. Instead, his broad use of blue/grey wash to
create patches of deep shadow plunges part of the church
into darkness and helps to merge it with the gloomy cypress
trees and gravestone shadows. In addition Thompson
has picked out areas of the spire, tower and gable in white
body-colour, as he has some of the grave-stones, not in a
logical fashion but with a feeling for mood and sentiment.
By employing restricted colouring he transforms the image
from a comforting scene to one that conjures up thoughts of
death, of history, of those who have lived and worshipped
here and who have now passed away without trace – except
for these fragile remains. This reflective, melancholic
mood is characteristic of Neo-Romantic art, especially when
combined, as here, with the associations of Christianity, the
spiritual and the Gothic.
All Saints Church, Howick is not an isolated example;
Thompson’s St. Johns College Chapel 1957 (cat. 10) is in much
the same manner, even recalling, in its combination of
breadth of wash with incidents of pen detail, Piper’s own
mannerisms. Related, more colourful church subjects like
East Cape Angel 1965 (cat. 23) carry this subject matter into
a slightly later period. In this instance the dilapidated church
has an air of neglect, the grounds are overgrown, the picket
fence almost submerged in weeds. Only the marble angel
gives a presence – though one not living, but cold and lifeless
– evocative of the past, not the present.
In New Zealand painting the colonial church and graveyard were visited by a number of artists influenced by British
Neo-Romanticism. The most prominent of these is William
Sutton whose famous Nor’ wester in the Cemetery 1950
(Auckland City Art Gallery collection) features a funerary
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John Piper
Hartwell Church, Buckinghamshire 1939
oil, 558 x 407
Usher Gallery, Lincoln
by kind permission of the artist
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chapel, a neglected graveyard and marble angel. In Sutton’s
case the subject has pronounced regional aspects which
are less important in Thompson’s work. But the drawn
dimension of Thompson’s painting, as well as his use of
watercolour, bring to mind more the works of Eric LeeJohnson than the large oils of Sutton. Thompson would have
been familiar with Lee-Johnson’s watercolours at the
Auckland Society of Arts exhibitions. Clearly Thompson
and Lee-Johnson shared much the same sources in British
art which both had studied at first hand in London.
Among other subjects Thompson had in common with
Lee-Johnson and another Auckland painter with whom he
was friendly, John Holmwood, was the dead tree. The main
example in Thompson’s work is Desolate Kauri 1957 (cat.
12), a large work in watercolour. An earlier, related sketch of
kauri stumps (cat. 2) may well have been a study for this
painting. For Thompson, as for Lee-Johnson, Holmwood,
Russell Clark and various other local exponents of this motif,
the dead tree had strong emotive appeal fully in keeping
with the Neo-Romantic spirit. Thompson was aware of the
origins of the dead tree subject in British art, especially in
the works of Graham Sutherland and Paul Nash.
The title Desolate Kauri, suggestive of destruction and
ruin, evokes a response to the remains of the native bush
now burnt and devastated. Thompson, here, probably aligns
himself with those who saw such wreckage not as progress
but as wanton, thoughtless vandalism. Fittingly the prototypes for this broken, pitiful presentation of tree trunks lie in
the First World War paintings of Paul Nash. As an official
war artist, Nash invented landscapes like The Menin Road, or
We Are Making A New World 1918 (British War Museum)
where shelled remains of forests survive only as blasted

trunks standing in shell-pocked earth. No people are visible
– only the pathetic marks of their passing. In works like
Desolate Kauri it is as if war has been declared on the native
forests in the rush to convert bush into profitable pasture
land.
In Desolate Kauri Thompson has intensified the mood of
his painting by bringing the main forms up close to the
viewer so that we look past them to the empty expanse
beyond in an accelerated perspectival diminution. This
pictorial device was used often by the Surrealists, notably
Yves Tanguy, and here helps Thompson to give the scene
a greater sense of tragedy by magnifying the scale of destruction. His colouration, yellow ochre and red, can be seen
symbolically to bring to mind the fire of the burn off, as
in Christoper Perkins’ Frozen Flames 1931 (Auckland City
Art Gallery collection) the writhing flame-like forms are
a metaphor for the instrument of their destruction.
Thompson’s technique requires the use of pen lines to shape
and animate the forms with movement in some kind of slow,
death struggle. The mood Thompson achieves is the melancholic one of silent reflection so characteristic of landscapes
by Graham Sutherland or Paul Nash.
Writing in the book The Painter’s Object, edited by
Myfanwy Piper (1934), Henry Moore observed: ‘A large
piece of stone or wood placed almost anywhere at random
in a field, orchard or garden immediately looks right and
inspiring.’ This observation helps to explain another part of
the attraction dead tree forms had for Thompson and the
Neo-Romantics. The found object provided a ready-made
work of art filled with animistic and associative potential for
subjective interpretation.
This helps explain a painting like Pohutukawa Stump
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Desolate Kauri 1957
pen, wax, watercolour, 580 x 910
(cat. 12)
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1961 (cat. 16). The Moore-like appearance is apparent
despite its New Zealand origin. Isolated, made prominent
and ‘placed’ in a landscape this stump is like a natural
carving with its varied curves, protrusions and hollows.
Seemingly the artist needs only the eye to find and record
the form with all its potential meaning. Thompson’s vision
here, as in the preceding examples, retains its British as well
as its local dimension. Also, it has the associative mobility of
works like Lee-Johnson’s The Face in the Cliff 1946 (Artist)
where the viewer can read the image, according to associative
response, as anthropomorphic. In both Thompson and LeeJohnson there are some relations with English Surrealism in
the allowance for interpretation in which the subconscious
has a part to play.
This applies equally to works like Eroded Sea Forms,
Poverty Bay 1953 (cat. 3) a type of subject also prominent in
the watercolours of Lee-Johnson. As in Pohutukawa Stump,
Thompson has selected the form found in nature because of
its animated, life-like quality. The forces of wind and tide
have, like the sculptor’s chisel, hollowed parts of the surfaces,
abraded others, and in places totally perforated them. By
giving the forms a grandeur of scale and a strong range
of chiaroscuro, Thompson creates the ‘inspiring’ natural
artwork admired by Moore and associated British artists. It
suggests age, decay, the forces of time and the inevitable
mortality of all things. It can be seen almost as the equivalent of the stone monoliths of Stonehenge admired by Paul
Nash, Sutherland and Moore.
It is notable with all these subjects, whether the colonial
churches, the kauri stumps or driftwood that they are
old, irregular and manifest the quality Piper once called
‘Pleasing Decay’. They are in no sense threatening, and,

taken collectively, have the charm the English writer Charles
Harrison called neo-picturesque – a term that has its uses to
focus on the kinds of forms, textures, colours and broken
lines to which Thompson, like Piper, was so partial.
Other subjects which have similar qualities are old boats
and tackle, as in The Meat Lighters, Gisborne 1958 (cat. 6) or
The Derelict Engine 1957 (cat. 13) or Gisborne Harbour Board
Yard 1954 (cat. 4). In these images the works of man are
shown mouldering away in fields where grass and weeds
begin to soften and break down the artefacts of industry.
Machinery, too, has its life cycle, and, once outmoded and
disused can be accommodated to the Neo-Romantic taste.
Comparable decaying farm implements and old agricultural
machinery are found in Frances Hodgkins’ paintings of the
1930s. She, too, had no concern for the functional machines
of the modern world which she excluded from her art.
Only when these mechanical creations are disused
and put on the scrapheap do they allow the appropriate
reflections on the inevitable decay of all material things –
a reflection melancholic in mood and so sympathetic to the
Neo-Romantic imagination. In such subjects, Nelson
Thompson’s sensitive, irregular line-work and broken,
textured colour found full scope for expression
This kind of painting and subject-matter fell into critical
disfavour in the late 1950s especially with Peter Tomory,
Director of the Auckland City Art Gallery. Tomory, unlike
his predecessor, Eric Westbrook, was critical of what
he termed the ‘Dead Tree and Old Colonial House School’.
He felt that such imagery was illustrative and lacking in
formal strength. His view reflected opinion in Britain at the
time where this kind of painting went out of fashion until
recently.
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Tomory and others ignored the success of artists like
Nelson Thompson in adapting the Neo-Romantic style to
New Zealand subjects and giving them a greater sense of
history and meaning. It is precisely this kind of enhancement that lies behind the popular landscape works of
contemporary photographers like Robin Morrison. Painters
like Thompson helped to shape the way contemporary
New Zealanders see their country and its heritage.

Oil Refinery, Marsden Point circa 1963
charcoal, 520 x 720
(cat. 19)
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Thompson and Expressionism
Gradually, in the 1960s, Nelson Thompson’s paintings
became broader and more painterly in style. This is already
apparent in watercolours like Mount Pihanga 1966 (cat. 24),
where the pen lines have disappeared and the image is built
from areas of colour washed on with plenty of medium. Also,
in this kind of painting there is an interest in the interaction
of colours wet on wet giving a merging of one into another.
The signs of the artist’s manufacture of the image are made
bolder at the expense of drawing and literal rendering of
the subject. In fact, the paintings become Expressionist in
feel. Another example of this change of mood is Flyover
(Newmarket Viaduct) 1969 (cat. 26). Here the broad sweeps
of black establish the curving shape of the motorway, but
also convey something of the artist’s response in the vigour
and sweep of brushmarks. Comparatively the topographical
aspect has been subordinated to Thompson’s interpretation
of the scene. In this approach to painting, based on
European Expressionism, the artist is free to distort form,
exaggerate colour and allow the viewer to sense the urgency
of the creative process.
A similar Expressionist element is also found in
his comparatively few oil landscapes, like Bush Waterfall,
Great Barrier circa 1963 (cat. 31) or Mount Manaia,
Whangarei Heads circa 1964 (cat. 28). His works show
an awareness of both French and German Expressionism
in the use of black outlines, primary colours applied
thickly and with the stress on process rather than what
is seen. Thompson was aware that such an approach to
painting had a lineage in European art going back to the

Fauves and the Post-Impressionists, notably Van Gogh.
The main exponent of this style in New Zealand was the
Lithuanian-born painter Rudi Gopas who made forceful
studies of coastal scenes at Lyttleton and Kaikoura in the
late 1950s and early 1960s. In Gopas’s imagery, as in
Thompson’s, colour is pitched beyond the intensity of realism and is guided more by feeling than concern with
naturalism. The landscape becomes a motif for the painter
to interpret more or less freely. By this stage, though,

Flyover (Newmarket Viaduct) 1969
ink, watercolour, 470 x 650
(cat. 26)
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Expressionism was more a revival style than a new movement in modernist art. This Neo-Expressionism became an
alternative to the hard-edge Realism of Auckland painters,
like Don Binney, who were exhibiting in the mid-1960s.
The clearest indication of Nelson Thompson’s newfound interest in Expressionism comes in his watercolours of
flowers and flower-heads dating to the late 1960s, and the
Fiordland and Earth and Sky series of the 1970s. In these
works there is an obvious debt to the watercolour landscapes and flower paintings of Emil Nolde. Writing in 1986
Thompson recalled: ‘Fortuitously I discovered the work of
Emil Nolde, the German Expressionist, whose brilliant
brushwork of flowers and landscapes on wet paper are
among the finest in the watercolour medium. Here was a
path to follow and so I evolved a technique of painting
directly with a brush without any preliminary drawing onto
paper thoroughly saturated with water.’
Nolde developed a style of watercolour painting in which
colour provides the main means of expression. His landscapes are formed by washes and runs of colour, applied
wet on wet, so that the colour obtains almost the identity
and freedom it has in non-figurative abstraction. Nolde’s
flower paintings are close-ups, but lack the detail we expect
at close range; instead he uses soft veils of colour to evoke
rather than depict individual flowers. It was this example
which gave Thompson a specific direction to follow.
Writing of this procedure in 1986 Thompson noted:
‘For subject matter I chose flowers and plant forms from my
own garden. Carefully drawn tinted studies were translated
into direct paintings where the botanical facts disappeared
in favour of controlled shapes in a range of personal colour
choices. The end results were paintings of multiple shapes
and colours unrecognisable botanically but having a life of
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their own.’ Thompson had a longstanding enthusiasm for
gardens and had made more literal studies of plants and
flowers in drawings of the 1950s, and early 1960s. But his
new paintings transcend those in scale and confidence.
Orange and Yellow Flower-Head circa 1965 (cat. 32) is a
good example of these new watercolours. Thompson painted
this and many related works such as Purple Flower Centre
circa 1968 (cat. 33) on sheets of Fabriano paper – a heavy
paper able to take a soaking in water. After soaking the
paper in a bath of cold water he could float the colour on in
layered washes. An essential part of this approach is its
directness – for the artist must be skilled with the use of wet
on wet washes. Of this process Thompson wrote: ‘I found
that this method called for a highly developed technical
facility for as the paper dried out each succeeding wash of
colour reacted in a different way. There was a precise
moment when one wash could be applied to best advantage.
This wet technique called for precision and decisiveness
to keep a fresh and spontaneous look to the finished work.
The pen had been eliminated and was now used solely for
drawing.’
In these paintings Thompson magnifies the flowerheads, blurs them, and fills the whole foreground expanse of
the picture surface. The shallowness of spatial depth and the
way the patterns of the flower-heads spread across the paper
give a more abstract, less natural compositional emphasis.
The Flower-Head paintings are more abstract than his earlier
Neo-Romantic works and more modernist in their approach
to a shallow surface composition. This awareness of surface
pattern and abstract formal values is very apparent in both
Orange and Yellow Flower-Head and Purple Flower Centre. It
is also noteworthy here that Thompson is working in a series
of related images which collectively add up to more than the

Nelson Thompson cat

7/17/07

2:48 PM

Page 15

Orange and Yellow Flower-Head circa 1966
watercolour, 560 x 760
(cat. 32)
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Fiordland series No 15 circa 1973
watercolour, 540 x 760
(cat. 36)
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content of any one work. This, too, is typical of much
modernist painting and shows his changed approach to
picture making.
Orange and Yellow Flower-Head is impregnated with
mainly warm, autumnal colours. More than in his earlier
paintings the imagery is a vehicle for communicating colour.
The drawn component, once so important, is reduced, the
pen outlining banished. These flower images are frankly
sensual and lead us into a joyous orgy of colour and implied
fragrance. Yet, as in all flower painting, there is the sense of
transience, of the fleeting moment of beauty with its inbuilt
cycle leading to decay and death. These paintings are in state
of flux as we watch, seemingly hovering just out of reach.
They present a different sense of time in which seasonal
cycles are more enduring and constant than specific historical time. This feeling helps to deepen and extend the nature
component which was for Nelson Thompson a life-long
concern.
His landscapes of comparable technique, like Earth and
Sky No. 5 circa 1968 (cat. 34) allow washes of rich colour to
flow across and down the paper suggesting, in their variation
of size and hue, the shape of clouds, of light breaking
through, of rain falling and of sky and water meeting. These
works, like Emil Nolde’s, are open, free of any human inhabitants and human handiwork. They have the generality and
abstraction now central to this phase of Thompson’s art. As
with the flower paintings, in these landscapes he is much
more surface conscious than in his earlier works. The veils of
colour flow across and down the paper, they are not drawn to
a line or edge, but seem to expand outwards. It is as if the
total image has been cropped and that we see a part rather
than the whole. This is a quality found in much abstraction
of the late 1960s; for instance in the works of Helen

Cape Wiwiti, Bay of Islands (Coastal Image Series) circa 1983
acrylic, 620 x 870 (cat. 39)

Frankenthaler, an American painter whose work Thompson
admired. Like Frankenthaler, Thompson for a time
used acrylic paints on unprimed canvas enabling him to
carry through his watercolour methods in a medium more
congenial to him than oils.
After 1976 he evolved a series of landscapes arranged
across the surface in bands, with alternating tones of
light and dark to suggest horizons. In 1986 he said that
these works: ‘developed into the Earth, Water, Sky series
where I used elements of the visible world such as tidal
estuaries, hills, clouds and sky under changing conditions of
light and atmosphere.’ An example of these paintings is
Earth,Water, Sky Horizon series No. 15 (cat. 37).
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The later years
After having returned from a trip to the United States,
Britain and Europe in 1982, Thompson felt the need to
re-assess his approach to painting and return to a more
descriptive style of landscape. In these works like Cape
Wiwiti, Bay of Islands circa 1983 (cat. 39) he re-introduced
foregrounds and backgrounds, and precise profiles of landforms. In this example, Thompson uses the acrylic medium
on primed canvas to give a more solid feel to the colours. It
is noticeable in this painting that one of his main concerns
is with the patterns made by the water, mudflats and coastline. He has coded each of these to a specific colour and
tone so that the landscape takes on a sharp, clear, almost
decorative aspect.
This kind of reduction of landscape to bands of colour
was characteristic of the screen-prints of Robin White,
among others. The result is pleasing, accessible but rather
bland. Perhaps it is not surprising that similar works were
among Nelson Thompson’s most commercial successes. His
procedure with these paintings involved preliminary studies
made on the spot, plus some use of photography.
Among the artist’s later works are the larger Rangitoto
Mural circa 1985 (cat. 40) and the Rainbow Warrior Painting
No. 3 1986 (cat. 41). In the Rainbow Warrior Painting
No 3 Thompson combines his sharp, patterned treatment
of landscape forms with symbolic images of peace and hope
– the dove and rainbow. In this work, unusual because of
its clear reference to a specific political incident, the artist
achieves a synthesis of elements that had potential for further
18

development. In his last unfinished painting of Muriwai
Heads he projected the juxtaposition of hard-edge coastal
images with flower-head shapes suggesting a way his work
might have evolved.
In finding through his Rainbow Warrior Painting No. 3
an articulation for his feelings of social concern and protest
Thompson was taking a direction found increasingly in
New Zealand painting of the 1980s. Instead of standing
back from issues, artists like Pat Hanly and Ralph Hotere,
to name a few, saw painting as a means of consciousness
raising about social and political issues. Characteristically
Thompson here was not abrasive but conciliatory, finding in
nature images of calm and order. This seems in retrospect to
be an appropriate note with which to conclude his career as a
painter.
It is no doubt coincidental that Rita Angus used the
dove hovering above the landscape in one of her last paintings, Flight circa 1968-69 (National Art Gallery collection).
In that painting, too, there is an element of protest against
the destruction of the gravestones of the old Bolton Street
Cemetery, Wellington. Her dove, as Thompson’s, has a
message of peace for the living and hope for the dead. In
both cases the dove is in flight, passing from the terrestrial
sphere to the celestial suggesting a spiritual journey – the
passage of souls after death to the next world.
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Rainbow Warrior No 3 1986
acrylic on primed canvas, 860 x 1210
(cat. 41)
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Curriculum Vitae

Major Exhibitions

1918

Auckland Society of Arts, one man shows
Nov 1957
watercolours, drawings and graphics
Oct 1960
watercolours and drawings
Feb 1982
acrylics, watercolour collages – with Carole
Shepheard
June 1983
drawings – 1953-83

Born 21 February, Gisborne

1931-39 Mercantile clerk, Gisborne and Timaru
1941-45 2nd NZEF Middle East, Italy, England
1945

Central School of Arts and Crafts, London

1946-49 Chelsea School of Art, National Diploma of
Design
1950

Institute of Education, London University,
Art Teachers Diploma
Returned to NZ

Willeston Gallery Wellington
June 1962
paintings and drawings

1952

Working member, Auckland Society of Arts

Victoria University Council of Adult Education
1963
one man show

1951-54 Art Department, Ardmore Primary Teachers
College, Junior lecturer
1955-58 Foundation art teacher, Penrose High School
1958-60 Freelance graphic designer, London
1960-65 Foundation art teacher, Pakuranga College
1965

Junior lecturer, Visual Arts Department,
Secondary Teachers College, Epsom

1970

Appointed Senior lecturer

1971

Study leave – Hornsey School of Art, London

1973

Head of Visual Arts Department,
Secondary Teachers College, Epsom

1975

Elected fellow, Auckland Society of Arts

1979

Retired

1980-82 Part-time adult education
1982

Travelled overseas

1989

Working towards a group exhibition at
Charlotte H Gallery

1989
20

Died 2 July, Auckland

Christchurch Pan Pacific Arts Festival
1965
100 New Zealand Painters
New Vision Gallery, one man shows
May 1976
Flowerhead series
May 1977
Earth, Water, Sky series
Mollers Gallery, group shows
1970, 1976, 1979, 1980, 1981, 1982
Tauranga Arts Society, one man show
1970
Festival exhibition
Manawatu Art Gallery
1972
watercolours
Dunedin Public Art Gallery, one man show
1974
Flowerhead and Fiordland series
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Collections
Waihi Arts Centre
1979, 1985
guest artist
ANZAS Travelling Exhibition
1981
Earth, Water, Sky collages
John Leech Gallery, one man shows
Nov 1967
oils, watercolours, drawings and
figure studies
Nov 1969
watercolours and drawings
July 1971
Fiordland and Flowerhead series,
watercolours and drawings
Oct 1973
landscape and Flowerhead watercolours
and drawings
Aug 1981
Earth, Water, Sky acrylics
Gallery Pacific
1983, 1984, 1986 Coastal Images
1985
watercolours from the 1960s

Public
Auckland City Art Gallery
1953 – Hunua Falls, pen and gouache
1954 – Lake Rotorua from Thompson Farm, pen and gouache
1971 – Fiordland 1, watercolour
National Art Gallery, Wellington
1967 – Mt Hobson, Auckland, pen and wash
1971 – Flower Series No 1, watercolour
1988 – Kaitoke Swamp, charcoal drawing
Private
Air New Zealand
Fletcher Collection
ICI
Nestlés
Penrose High School
Pakuranga College
Epsom College of Education
Overseas Australia, United Kingdom, Canada, France,
Switzerland and United States of America.
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Catalogue of works
1. Landscape at Ardmore 1952
pen, watercolour
340 x 505
signed and dated

4. Gisborne Harbour Board Yard 1954
pen, watercolour
450 x 550
signed and dated

2. Burnt Kauri Stumps 1952
pen, wax, watercolour
370 x 450
signed and dated

5. Signal Station, Gisborne Wharf 1955
pen, watercolour
430 x 560
signed and dated

3. Eroded Sea Forms, Poverty Bay 1953
pen, wax, watercolour
355 x 430
signed and dated

6. The Meat Lighters, Gisborne 1958
pen, watercolour
380 x 575
signed and dated
Dr and Mrs S Barclay, Auckland
7. The Bethel’s Woolshed 1958
pen, watercolour
445 x 580
signed and dated
Mrs and Mr S Tye, Auckland
8. View from O’Rorke Hall, Auckland 1955
pen, watercolour
600 x 930
signed and dated
9. All Saints Church, Howick 1956
pen, wax, watercolour
430 x 560
signed and dated
Dr and Mrs N Wickham, Auckland

The Meat Lighters, Gisborne 1958 (cat. 6)
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10. St Johns College Chapel 1957
pen, watercolour
355 x 485
signed and dated
11. View from Kaiti Hill, Gisborne II 1956
pen, watercolour
470 x 660
signed and dated
12. Desolate Kauri 1957
pen, wax, watercolour
580 x 910
signed and dated
13. The Derelict Engine 1957
pen, wax, watercolour
295 x 425
signed and dated
14. Ardmore Airstrip 1957
pen, watercolour
250 x 370
signed and dated
15. Site of Oue Pa, Clevedon 1958
pen, watercolour
455 x 675
signed and dated
16. Pohutukawa Stump 1961
pen, watercolour
480 x 610
signed and dated
17. Andalusian Landscape circa 1962
pen, watercolour
520 x 760
signed, not dated

Pohutukawa Stump 1961 (cat. 16)

18. Rainforest I circa 1964
charcoal
530 x 720
signed, not dated
19. Oil Refinery, Marsden Point circa 1963
charcoal
520 x 720
signed, not dated
20. Rangitikei River, Matahina Dam Construction 1964
crayon, ink
420 x 550
signed and dated
21. Tongariro Project circa 1964
ink, watercolour
530 x 720
not signed, not dated
23
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22. Te Toko Toru Tapu Church, Mataitai, near Clevedon 1963
pen, wax, watercolour
700 x 910
signed and dated
Mrs Marie Abbott, Auckland
23. East Cape Angel 1965
pen, watercolour
400 x 600
signed and dated
Mr Stuart Thompson, Auckland
24. Mount Pihanga 1966
pen, watercolour
530 x 720
signed and dated
Mr Douglas Gow, Auckland
25. Central North Island Landscape circa 1965
pen, watercolour
550 x 760
not signed, not dated
26. Flyover (Newmarket Viaduct) 1969
ink, watercolour
470 x 650
signed and dated
27. Manuka Path circa 1963
oil on canvas
610 x 760 initialed
28. Mt Manaia, Whangarei Heads circa 1964
oil on canvas
580 x 770 signed
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29. Bush Stream, Great Barrier circa 1963
oil on board
640 x 850
initialed
30. Northland Landscape 1962
oil on board
735 x 1000
signed and dated
31. Bush Waterfall, Great Barrier circa 1963
oil on board
740 x 1000
initialed
32. Orange and Yellow Flowerhead circa 1965
watercolour
560 x 760
not signed, not dated
33. Purple Flower Centre circa 1966
watercolour
560 x 760
not signed, not dated
34. Earth and Sky No. 5 circa 1968
watercolour
565 x 755
signed, not dated
35. Fiordland circa 1972
watercolour
540 x 740
signed, not dated
Mr and Mrs Noel Bierre, Auckland
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36. Fiordland series No. 15 circa 1973
watercolour
540 x 760
signed, not dated
37. From the Earth, Water, Sky Horizon series No. 15
circa 1975
watercolour
540 x 750
signed, not dated
38. Earth, Water Sky series (Three Horizons ’82) 1982
acrylic on unprimed canvas
860 x 1200
signed and dated
39. Cape Wiwiti, Bay of Islands, (Coastal Image series)
circa 1983
acrylic on primed canvas
620 x 870
signed, not dated
Mr and Mrs Scott Allen, Auckland
40. Rangitoto Mural circa 1985
acrylic on primed canvas
860 x 1210
signed, not dated
Morgan Cockle and Bierre, Auckland
41. Rainbow Warrior No. 3 1986
acrylic on primed canvas
860 x 1210
signed and dated on reverse
Auckland City Council collection
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Graphic works
1. Herb Garden, Chelsea, London 1945
2. Rutland Farm, wood engraving, 1948
3. Southland Stamp Design 1956 (not accepted)
4. Logo Design for Pelorus Press Auckland, 1950s
5. BBC Listener (Cover) Autumn Number, 1959
6. Faversham Creek illustration for ‘Land’ magazine
Shell Oil Company, 1959
7. BBC Broadcast to Schools, Summer Term, 1960
8. Mataitai Church, Clevedon 1964 Christmas card for
NZ Federation of University Women
9. Shakespeare Lithographs Auckland Festival Exhibition

Shakespeare Lithographs poster, 1966

Poster, 1966/John Leech Gallery, Auckland

Italian Drawings, 1940s
1. Gondolas, Venice
2. View of Grand Canal, Venice
3. Moored Gondolas, Venice

Unless otherwise stated works are in the collection of the artist’s
family.

4. Page of four drawings, Florence
5. The Baptistry, Florence

All measurements are in millimetres, height before width.

6. Italian Courtyard

Unless otherwise stated all works are on
white paper.

7. Florentine Buildings
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