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The very name of Miguel Mackinlay 
advertises his ancestry as the son of a 
Spanish mother and a Scottish father. 
Whatever characteristics the man himself 
owed to his parents were largely personal, 
rather than cultural, since Mackinlay, 
though born in Spain, moved as an 
13-year-old to Perth in Western Australia 
in 1906. His interest in art was already 
formed, and he retained a cherished 
memory of visiting the Prado in Madrid as 
a child. Yet when he embarked for London 
in the spring of 1914 to pursue a career 
as an artist, he forsook the country which 
had formed him, and where he had gained 
a solid training from British expatriate 
teachers, won numerous prizes and held 
his first exhibitions. He was never to return 

to Australia, or ever see his parents or any 
of his siblings again.      

Within weeks of his arrival in England, 
war was declared. Mackinlay was soon 
at work on a mural for the new offices of 
the West Australia Government in The 
Strand. Once this was completed, early in 
1915, he opted to continue his training and 
enrolled for a life class; before long he was 
living with Laurie Carruthers, an artists’ 
model. By the time he was conscripted, 
in November 1917, they had a child. The 
couple married in August 1918, during a 
period of convalescence for a leg injury, 
before Mackinlay resumed active service 
for the duration of the hostilities (NB. He 
was declared unfit for service and stayed on 
a base in UK. He did not go back to the front). 

 The years immediately following the 
war were a time of exceptional uncertainty, 
socially, politically and culturally. Men 
like Mackinlay whose careers had been 
derailed at the very moment they expected 
to launch themselves – he was just 19 in 
1912 – were perhaps in the worst position: 
despite the instinct to carry on where he 
had left off, the world had changed so 
completely that was simply not possible. 
He could not avoid being caught up in the 
mood of collective cultural amnesia, in 
which the immediate past was effectively 
inaccessible, and one had to begin again 
from scratch. 

Mackinlay’s prowess in drawing 
figures secured him work as an illustrator 
of popular fiction in 1919 when a new 
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monthly appeared on the newsstands, 
Hutchinson’s Story Magazine, Before 
long Mackinlay was one its regular 
contributors, appearing in virtually every 
issue until it closed in 1929. He and Laurie 
now had a daughter, as well as a son, and 
with no immediate family or resources 
to fall back on, the regular income was 
crucial. Not that Mackinlay had given up 
hope of being recognised for more than 
his technical skill in black and white. For 
a brief moment, he brushed shoulders 
with the two of the more forward-looking 
exhibiting bodies, The New English 
Art Club and the London Group. He 
contributed work to both societies in 1921 

and 1922, and in 1923 to the New English 
Art Club alone. By this time, he had also 
had his first picture hung at the Royal 
Academy, and in future it was to be on 
this bastion of the establishment that he 
decided to fix his aspirations. Not that he 
was ever a neat fit in this annual jamboree 
on which he pinned his hopes and 
reputation; almost too tame for the New 
English or the London Group, neither was 
Mackinlay ever at home in the stiflingly 
middle-class atmosphere of the RA.  

Perhaps on the strength of his 
showing in the 1925 exhibition Australian 
artists in Europe (since he had not 
succeeded in gaining acceptance to 

the Royal Academy since 1922, and 
showed little elsewhere), Mackinlay was 
the subject of a feature in The Studio in 
December 1926. The article, signed only 
‘W.G.’ (probably the art historian William 
Gaunt, 1900-1980), stressed Mackinlay’s 
Spanish heritage, and illustrated in 
colour his portrait El Andaluz. Was it 
merely good fortune, or some inside 
influence, that then enabled Mackinlay to 
show two works at the Royal Academy 
the following spring, including by far 
his most ambitious painting yet, The 
bath? Viewers of the exhibition could 
have hardly failed to have been struck 
by the affinities between this large 
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Edgar Degas, The Bellelli family, 1858-67, 
oil on canvas, 200 x 253cm. Paris, Louvre

painting, more than six feet across, 
and the popular triumph of the year, 
Dod Proctor’s Morning. Both share the 
same statuesque gravity, a monumental 
simplicity that turns the occupants of 
each humble interior into something 
classic, almost timeless, while remaining 
firmly rooted in the present. The common 
emphasis on the silhouette, on a clean, 
flowing contour, rather than on modelling 
or shading, is typical of the style of life 
drawing promoted by the Slade School. It 
was still considered the leading academy 
in London well over a decade after the 
emergence of Augustus John, Mark 
Gertler and Stanley Spencer, who had 
made the ‘Slade style’ synonymous with 
the best Continental traditions, avoiding 
what now appeared increasingly to be 
the insubstantial charm of Impressionism 
or the unacceptable iconoclasm of the 
Fauves or Cubists. The oblique echo of 
Degas’ celebrated portrait, The Bellelli 
Family, in the Louvre, in which a mother 

and two children are isolated from the 
father, who is wedged against the hearth 
by a chair back, added another layer of 
sophistication to Mackinlay’s tableau.  

What the Royal Academy audience 
was unlikely to suspect, and something of 
which the concise title, The bath, gives no 
hint, is that the picture was a self-portrait 
of the artist and his own family. The 
material circumstances of this deprived 
existence certainly appear honest and 
unadorned, with no bathroom, and only 
a few inches of hot water to bathe both 
children and wash the mother’s hair. 
Mackinlay used his family as models, as 
he must often have done in his work as 
an illustrator; but whether the work is truly 
a self-portrait in the psychological sense 
is not at all evident; is this collarless 
worker, absorbed in his newspaper, 
voluntarily cut off from the scene around 
him, really to be understood as Mackinlay, 
the artist? Instead, it is more likely that 
he used his own family to say something 

about the lot of inner-city dwellers in 
general, rather than his own home life in 
particular. He felt able to do this because 
he had in fact escaped from the back-
to-backs of Battersea, where he lived at 
the beginning of the decade, to a more 
salubrious existence in Fitzrovia. This 
chapter was not entirely in the past, since 
he sent the painting Battersea roofs, 
which must have been painted four or five 
years earlier, to the autumn exhibition in 
Manchester in the same year, 1927.  

The working-class interior was not 
a subject which visitors to the Royal 
Academy would often have encountered 
in the exhibition, or, indeed, in real life. On 
one level, the subject looked back to the 
heyday of the Camden Town painters a 
decade before, whose surviving members 
now formed the backbone of the London 
Group. In the decade of the 1920s, 
virtually the only artist to treat everyday 
subjects in anything approaching a 
modernist style was William Roberts 
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William Roberts, Unemployed 
(or The poor family), 1924, 
oil on canvas, 51 x 40.5cm 
Private collection

William Roberts, The happy 
family, 1924, oil on canvas, 
50 x 40cm. Russell-Cotes 
Art Gallery and Museum, 
Bournemouth

William Roberts, Bath night, 
1928, oil on canvas, 40.5 x 
51cm. Bolton Museum and 
Art Gallery
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(1895-1980). Unemployed (1924) is 
typical of the uncomfortable subjects 
he chose throughout the 1920s. In a 
bed-sitting room what appears to be 
three generations of the same family are 
gathered. The solitary mug on the table 
and the imploring child on its mother’s 
lap both accentuate their very meagre 
resources. In another work of the same 
year, The happy family, a grandmother 
is seated on a bench, with two adults on 
the ground beneath her, presumably the 
parents of the five children playing around 
them. The father’s lack of involvement 
is typical of male parenting in working 
class families, but also reflects the 
physical labour he is likely to be engaged 
in at work. The father in Mackinlay’s 
The bath is similarly distant, even if 

his concentration on the newspaper 
implies an interest in a world beyond his 
immediate surroundings. In 1928, Roberts 
painted Bath-night, a work which appears 
to reflect the impact of Mackinlay’s exhibit 
of the previous year, the more so when 
the figures are a stylised portrayal of 
Roberts, his wife and son. 

Mackinlay’s ‘day job’ as an illustrator 
necessarily occupied his mind with the 
desires – and fears – of Middle England, 
expressed in fictional form by many 
of the best-loved writers of the day. 
When it came to his paintings intended 
for exhibition, he preferred to distance 
himself from that comfortable world, as 
The bath demonstrates. The next major 
picture he exhibited was not until 1930, 
and, by what can be no more than a 

bizarre coincidence, Mackinlay’s art and 
his life momentarily collided. Just as his 
monumental  Tête-à- tête was unveiled 
at the Royal Academy, depicting two 
women lounging on rugs after a tennis 
match, the May issue of the magazine 
Britannia and Eve published his 
illustrations to a story by Mollie Panter 
Downes (1906-97), Hotel Tragedy. A 
young woman enjoys a holiday romance, 
engaging in a variety of outdoor 
pursuits, including, hiking, boating and 
tennis; such physical activities were 
an expression of emancipation for 
many women in the 1920s, but carried 
an undercurrent of transgression, 
which Downes exploits to the full, as 
her heroine meets a tragic end at the 
hands of her seducer. Mackinlay’s large 

Miguel Mackinlay, Tête-à-tête, 
1930, oil on canvas, 202 x 237cm
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Top: Miguel Mackinlay, They 
swam and played tennis 
together, in Britannia and Eve, 
May 1930, pp. 28-9

Bottom: Sir John Lavery, Les 
Orangers du Beau-site de 
Cannes 1929, oil on canvas, 
approx. 45.5 x 61cm 
Private collection

painting must have taken him months 
to complete, whereas Illustrations were 
usually turned round in a matter of 
weeks, so there is unlikely to be any 
direct connection between the story 
and the painting. Beyond the common 
thread of the appeal of outdoor sports to 
independent minded young women, the 
story and painting take the theme in quite 

different directions. The one is set in a 
luxury hotel, while Mackinlay’s women 
(who lack either chairs or table for 
their tea things as they relax after their 
exertions) are observed in a public park. 
How very different to the tennis match 
which appeared in the previous year’s 
Summer Exhibition, Les Orangers du 
Beau-site de Cannes, by Sir John Lavery 

RA (1856-1941), where everything 
about the title and the very artist’s name 
exude success and privilege. Perhaps 
Mackinlay’s reclining women were 
intended to evoke distant memories of 
Procter’s famous Early Morning, given a 
decidedly contemporary twist. They are 
two modern Venuses, unabashed in their 
own, or anyone else’s, presence.
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Mackinlay had already been required 
on several occasions to give visual form 
to someone else’s feminine ideal; in 
one story for Hutchinson’s Magazine of 
1926, she was slim, blonde and demure. 
In a decade when the role of the newly 
enfranchised woman was one of the 
burning social issues of the day, any 
depiction of the female sex had a topical 
relevance; paintings of the nude were 
especially charged. In the hands of Mark 
Gertler (1891-1939) and Matthew Smith 
(1879-1959), especially, two of the most 
highly regarded of the artists identified 
with no particular school or faction, the 
female form acquired a new expressive 
urgency: no longer idealised, their women 
showed by their very shape that they 
did not conform to any single, male-
defined, type. Mackinlay’s Tête-à-tête 
acknowledges in its title the depiction of 
a separate, female, space; it even seems 

to imply the notion of the male voyeur, 
an anachronism that would hardly have 
entered the consciousness of the average 
viewer in 1930.

Both Smith and Gertler chose their 
subjects, and their treatment of them, not 
only to comment on British identity and 
its obsession with the ‘happy medium’ 
and ‘doing the right thing’, but to help 
define their own. For Gertler, this involved 
an increasing acknowledgement of his 
Jewish roots and recognition of his status 
as an outsider, something he had in 
common with Roberts, who, though not 
Jewish himself, had married a Jew, Sarah 
Kramer, sister of the artist Joseph Kramer. 
During the entire inter-war period, Smith 
resided in France, and held the British art 
world, physically and psychologically, at 
arms’ length. After more than a decade in 
London, the Scottish-Spanish-Australian 
Mackinlay appeared similarly rootless. 

The success he enjoyed as an 
illustrator was painfully at odds with his 
position in the Fine Art world. The lack 
of regular exhibits, for reasons which 
remain unknown, gave the public only 
rare opportunities to discover what 
he was really capable of. The scale 
and complexity of The Bath, Tête-à-
tête, and its successor, Summer, in 
1933, reveal an artist of real ambition, 
but whose appearances were too 
sporadic to generate more than passing 
appreciation. Now that the full range 
of his art is available to view and study 
through this website, Mackinlay will be 
better understood and his considerable 
achievements recognised. For an artist 
who devoted himself to the lowly, and 
sometimes despised, genre of popular 
illustration to have succeeded as he did in 
the exalted sphere of the Royal Academy, 
is not the least of them. 

Left: Mark Gertler, Seated nude, 1924, oil on canvas 
102 x 71.4cm. Southampton City Art Gallery

Middle: Miguel Mackinlay, …the woman of his dreams, 
in Hutchinson’s Magazine, August 1926, p. 847

Right: Sir Matthew Smith, Woman with a fan c1925, oil on 
canvas, 130.8 x 81.3cm. Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool


