
Letters from 
a cultural icon

J  f  f is interesting .. .to  note how three 
f  generations of a family practically

i  cover a century, for Grandpa 
Williams, if  he arrived in Fiji in 1840 — 
possibly earlier — must have been born in 
the early years of the century, when Aus­
tralia was a convict settlement with a few 
thousand inhabitants. You and I, who had 
contact in youth with Grandpa Williams, 
have lived to see it swollen — / won't say 
developed — into a polemical section of 
the Earth's crust with rocket ranges and 
atomic bombs building.'

(Norman Lindsay, in a tetter to his sister Mary, n.d.)

The Lindsay family — Norman, Lionel, 
Ruby, Darryl, Jack and Rose — are known 
as Australian cultural legends. For the last 
part of the 19th century and the first half of 
the 20th, the art, writings, scandals and se­
crets of the Lindsay family have enthralled 
generations of Australians. Whether fasci­
nated, intimidated, threatened or en­
thralled, those who knew the legendary 
Lindsays were changed by them.

Much has been written both by and 
about the Lindsay family. And we continue 
to be interested in the complex web of re­
lationships, revelations and recriminations 
of this volatile family of artists. However, 
despite numerous articles, biographies and 
a feature film, the most fascinating insights 
into the Lindsays' colourful history still 
come from the family itself.

Thousands of letters were exchanged 
among members of the Lindsay family: 
from Norman to his brother Lionel and sis­
ter Mary; from Norman to his mother; 
from Mary to Norman's daughters, jane 
and Helen; and from Norman to his sons, 
friends and acquaintances.

The letters, which are sometimes 
whimsical and sometimes profound, but 
always thoughtful, give a glimpse into the

family's private life. However, some people 
believe that the letters were always in­
tended for a wider audience — most of the 
family were aware of their unique position 
in society and probably planned on even­
tual public consumption of their words. 
Whether public or private, the Lindsay 
knack of turning a phrase makes for enjoy­
able reading:

'I'm not sure of my figures, of course, as 
I am completely devoid of the mathemati­
cal faculty, which gratifies my self esteem 
as I regard it as the lowest of all mental ex­
ercises.' ( Norman to Mary Lindsay, n.d.)

On 7 October 1997 Cold Coast busi­
nessman Pat Corrigan presented the State 
Library of Queensland with a collection of 
3000 Lindsay letters valued at more than 
$1 million. This collection, which also in­
cludes press clippings, an original pencil 
sketch and four linocuts, is one of the larg­
est donations to a library in Australia by an 
individual. Mr Corrigan said that 'By giving 
to a State Library, one never loses the pleas­
ure of the material because one is able to 
visit it again and again, knowing that it is 
well looked after and accessible to all'.

This latest collection of Lindsay family 
letters w ill be added to the extensive 
Lindsay Family Archive, which Mr Corrigan 
has donated to the State Library over the 
past five years. The archive is held within 
the James Hardie Library of Australian Fine 
Arts, which is recognised as Australia's pre­
mier fine arts library.

A keen collector from the age of nine, 
Mr Corrigan's interest in collecting Austral­
ian art began in 1970. By 1980 his collec­
tion of books on Australian art and artists 
was sufficiently substantial to attract the 
interest of James Hardie Industries, who 
purchased the collection to launch the mu­
seum of fine arts. HI

THE METCALFE 
MEDALLION

John Metcalfe, and his contribution to 
librarianship and library education, are 

commemorated by the Australian Library and 
Information Association through the Metcalfe 

Medallion.

The Metcalfe Medallion is awarded for the most 
outstanding essay or other piece of work on any 

topic in the area of library and information 
science or archives administration. To be 

eligible nominees must be a student undertaking 
an entry-level course in these fields.

Entries should be sent to ALIA National Office, 
PO Box E441, Kingston ACT 

phone 06 285 1877, fax 06 282 224? 
e-maii awards@alia.<

URL http://www.alia.org.au/awar

Entries dose 15 December

Nominations are now being 
called for the 1998 award

RECRUITMENT

Travelling to Europe?
To access some of the more 
in te resting  perm anent and 
tem porary  lib rary  and 
inform ation jobs in London 
and all over Britain, contact 
Instant Library Recruitment.

Susan Hill MEC1 
Instant Library Recruitment 

104B St. John Street 
London EC1M 4EH 

Tel: (+44 171) 608 1414 
Fax: (+44 171)608 1038 

email instlib@foobar.co.uk
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