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Conclusion

The opening pages of this book claimed that when Margaret Preston introduced Frank
Hinder to William Dakin in March 1938 it marked the symbolic beginning of the story
of camouflage in wartime Australia. Hinder, a fellow modernist, shared Preston’s interest
in analytical and scientific methods in art as well as in the organic geometries of nature.
But his destiny for the next six years was to apply abstraction to camouflage design while
Preston’s was to spend that time devising nationalistic imagery and protesting the ‘madness’
of national mobilisation.! Yet their aesthetic concerns were not so different for, while
Preston’s wartime paintings include indictments of military life, others, like The camp,
Hornsby, NSW (c. 1942), were painted in a cubist style already recognisable as a military
aesthetic via the appropriation of modern art for camouflage.

In postwar culture, however, where fascination with the retinal impact of the colours
and forms associated with camouflage is matched by the allure of its power as a conceptual
tool for cultural critique, the relevance of camouflage to Margaret Preston takes another

turn. Throughout the war she painted flowers and landscapes—Bush walk (1942) is one
~ example—interweaving cubist fragmentations of colour and form with naturalistic plays
of light and shadow. But she also appropriated Aboriginal cross-hatching and patterning
from shields and bark paintings and in 2005 Djon Mundine referred to Preston’s use of
Indigenous motifs as a ‘veneer’ of Aboriginality, while Hetti Perkins compared it to an act
of ‘assimilation’? These are criticisms that underscore how in contemporary culture the
term ‘camouflage’ and its wide-ranging tropes including ‘veneer’ and ‘assimilation’ readily
engage with the deconstruction of social processes.” Consequently, we live in a time when
contemporary cultural criticism, and contemporary art, readily utilise the inherent binary
nature of camouflage—that of revelation and concealment—to address the workings of the
human psyche but also social circumstances that lead to the cultural visibility or invisibility
of certain histories, events and people. The reason this book was written, after all, was to
redress the near-invisible history of Frank Hinder, William Dakin, and their circle of civil-
ian artists and scientists who worked in camouflage for the DHS in WWII (fig. C.1).

In 1950 William Dakin was gravely ill with cancer and in his last book, Australian
seashores, he reflected on the modern world. He worried about a future where nature study

1 Margaret Preston and the war years discussed in Edwards & Peel with Mimmocchi 2005, pp. 176-86.
2 Djon Mundine and Hetti Perkins quoted in Edwards & Peel with Mimmocchi 2005, p. 10.
3 This point was raised by Hsu 2006.
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might no longer matter. He feared that the beguiling realm of nature, and the plants and
animals that had so much to offer human knowledge, including military defence, had ‘fall-
en on evil days in this epoch of such diversities as atom-splitting, swing music, and sport’*
He also worried about the future of camouflage defence in the wake of the atomic bombing
of Japan. It made him question whether camouflage as he knew it—a phenomenon first
honed to deceive the eye, then the camera, then radar—had a place in the future. What, he
asked, is ‘to be the position with the advent of the Atomic Bomb?* Since then the atomic
bomb itself has come to be seen as an object of camouflage, ushering in perpetual, ‘virtual’
war but under the guise of a deterrent.®

Dakin needn’t have worried about the demise of nature study for future generations
and he was wrong to think that camouflage designs would become redundant. Twenty-
first-century art is proof that nature study has reached new levels of significance in culture
and that camouflage has been culturally and aesthetically recast and reinvigorated. Art-
ists of a generation that succeeded the painters, sculptors, designers and photographer:
who worked alongside Dakin in the DHS continue to explore the sensations and ideas
inherent in the play of doubles in camouflage, particularly its embodiment of concealment
and exposure, invisibility and visibility, stability and disorientation. Where they differ from
the circle that worked for Dakin lies in the distinction raised in the early pages of this book:
artists in history worked with camouflage to participate in the production of war, while
contemporary artists investigate camouflage to make art.

The intertwinement of art and science, so critical to the development of camouflage
during World War 1II, is a stronghold of contemporary art in the twenty-first century,
including the creation of work specifically about camouflage. Maria Fernanda Cardoso,
for example, is both surrealist and entomologist. She collects insect specimens, dead and
alive, and builds physical but also dream-like spaces for them to inhabit. Unlike the insects
themselves she flaunts their powers of mimicry. She puts on exhibit the butterfly’s ability
to be visible and invisible in a split second, and the leaf-insect’s capacity to blend with its
surroundings but ‘with the option to be loud and attractive’ (fig. C.2 & 3).” Indeed the eye
she brings to nature is similar to that brought by Dakin who once compared the foreshores
of the coral reefs of Australia to the beauty and strangeness of surrealism.? Yet where Dakin
used animals as models for camouflage defence in WWII, Cardoso, true to the cultural
paradigm in which she lives, utilises natural history for philosophical purposes, seeing in
animal mimicry a perfect analogy for the strategic concealments and revelations in human
social behaviour, including forms of mimicry that can lead down a darker path to dispos-
session, disempowerment, assimilation and invisibility.

A second example of contemporary art that contradicts Dakin’s concerns about the
future demise of camouflage design, is the work of Debra Dawes whose geometric abstract
paintings take up the aesthetic of disruptive patterning, wrenching it from its military

4 Dakin 1953 [1952], p. 73.

5 W.J. Dakin, Camouflage report 1939-1945, AWM, Series 81 [77 Part 1], p. 152, point 15.
6 Virilio 1994, p. 67.

7 Britz 2009, p. 27.

8 Dakin 1955, p. 13, and p. 68 respectively.
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Fig. C.2. Maria Fernanda Cardoso, Brown and green leafs, dead leaf butterflies, 2010. Courtesy
Grantpirrie Gallery, © Maria Cardoso.

history, and using it to create a personal critique of deception and disguise in the political
landscape. For readily apparent in the dazzle patterns of warships, including the Zealandia
discussed in the first chapter of this book, is a reality where perceptions are easily warped.’
Consequently Dawes uses optical means to put the observer’s powers of perception in peril
while at the same time engaging metaphorically with political manipulations of public
perception, and lack of disclosure and cover-ups in the public realm (fig. C.4).

The geometric abstractions of Debra Dawes have a context in the postwar paintings
of Frank Hinder and among their similarities are agitated surfaces, optical confusions and

9 Millner 2010.
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Fig. C.3. Maria Fernanda Cardoso, Brown and green leafs, Linnaeus leaf insects, 2010. Courtesy
Grantpirrie Gallery, © Maria Cardoso.

spatial disorientations caused by light bouncing and flickering over patterns (fig. C.5)."
Frank Hinder, who did not live long enough to witness the proliferation of national military
camouflage patterns throughout the world or of the co-option of disruptive patterning for
street fashion, never lost his fascination for military camouflage and in later life looked
forward to the day when camouflage clothing would incorporate the ‘chemical or nervous
qualities of a chameleon’" Strangely enough, seven years after his death, in 1998, the SMH
reported that British marines had developed a ‘chameleon suit, an item of stealth clothing

10 This description used for Hinder by Yuill 2005, p. 8.
11 Frank Hinder, ‘Lt .C. Hinder Personal Records, Canberra, AWM PR 88/133, Item 9 of 12.



Conclusion = 203

— —

AAN Y
w
R
Ry
)

1
y

i
i
*f
\,
G

[4
“g%
\|

ddd44

&
‘II
B

\55\\
(4 4
S
Ry
:’;‘j‘

Y
s

:::"'»f-.f":f-.
S I A
NN NN NENANENANENEN
ﬁrh':%ﬁ»r‘:’“ NN

o,

o
(s
n

\\

oy
%

4
1111%
(444

%{i«f

S

o

Qe

i

.
A

%
s
%
e
4
1

I 4
(4

¢
i
‘:‘131‘?

"
i
4
5
\:{:gv
s
G

i
§
W
%

\»}:‘ A )
8
s
N
rry.
p ¥ |

\;:\\
5
i
;

s

(444444
S
o
Qe
s
‘5}5
111
[ 4
2

Frr
B
R
5
%

0
o

G
rr I;I‘ «:
\’\’\5‘9
o8

144
i
L
i

’\
é

111%
i
5

11
rr
11111411%

\
i
R
} A\
G
| 4 ‘I‘I‘)
W
;
\';}

o

|,

0 0,

SRZETI
» | ’\ ™y

INENINS
e ) -

:
yrerrry

K

| 4
i
o
A
8
N
}% \\’:’\"\
(44 ‘;:!‘; [ 4
g

&
:
o
[ 44
%
y

rry
A |
2
1\
144444
\\’?
\)\ >

N
¢
A |
o
’\et\\
1
i

4
\
I‘I
(44
i
[\I
[ 4 ‘l
4 4
Y
0
y
[ 4
5
‘)\
i
:

i
8
1\
o
1\
[ 4
e
e
Il‘l
o
i
[ 4
;
\|
A

ALLY

:‘5

h

| 4
2

\

X

o

,?\
\
i
g

s
§
i

11111
rrr

-."'-.’%.ﬂ’nﬁiﬁ;’t:t%’u’ﬂngx't'n "hﬂ..;g’u.ru.mf

3 N ~

. e e e e e e e e ONONONEONONS
G ity
e e = ) ~ NZN ENENGNZNG
N R A N A A A R P P AR IR PN S AN PP
Fig. C.4. Debra Dawes, Complete?, 2010, oil on canvas, 275 x 330 cm. Photo: Paul Green, courtesy
the artist and Gallery Barry Keldoulis.

to make soldiers almost invisible.”? Camouflage had a decisive impact on Frank Hinder and
its pictorial elements are apparent in the play of shadows in Over the bridge, 1951. A similar
pictorial use of shadow has been identified in the postwar paintings of Ellsworth Kelly,
Hinder’s American contemporary who was also a camouflage artist in WWIL"

I began this study in 2002 intrigued by the visual complexities of camouflage. This
broadened to an interest in the social history surrounding WWII, the impact of war on
artists, the interplay of theories of nature and society and the crossing of discipline bound-
aries between art, natural history, military history and social politics. WWII was a rare
moment in history when artists behaved outside the social expectation of their profession
by forming an alliance to work in a military context to devise lateral, perhaps lethal, always
imaginative methods of subterfuge. Their leader, William Dakin, was not a member of the
professional military but a man who studied camouflage in animals and thought of warfare
and camouflage as a basic, primordial, animal-like demand to survive.

12 Gilligan 1998, p. 3.
13 Goossen 1973, p. 35,
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But now, having reached the end of the book, it is also clear to me that I have written
a commemoration to a group of people and an episode in Australia’s past that have gone
unnoticed among the otherwise heroic histories of the war. Figure C.1 shows a photograph
of two empty camouflage hats designed by Australian artists under Dakin’s direction in
the DHS. Their leaf-shaped projections beg for comparison with the flourishing disguises
on Cardoso’s Linneaus leaf insects from North Queensland.' Out of context both look
ludicrously conspicuous and vulnerable. But the photograph is also an apt way to pay trib-
ute to those who threw their hats in the ring at the commencement of WWTII, tried to blend
into the military landscape, and announced their willingness to participate in a political
contest that lasted six years.

14 Cardoso’s work Brown and green leafs (dead leaf butterflies (left) and Linnaeus leaf insects (right)),
was exhibited in The Newcastle chest, a work commissioned by the Newcastle Regional Gallery for an
exhibition titled Curious colony: a twenty-first century Wunderkammer (July—August 2010).



In 1939 a group of artists, designers, architects, scientists and
military experts met in Sydney, Australia, to discuss the impending
war. Convinced that the need for regional innovations in the military
science of concealment and deception was urgent, they nominated
a zoologist to lead a campaign to camouflage Australia. i

Camouflage Australia tells a once secret and little known story
of how the Australian government accepted the advice of zoologist
William John Dakin and seconded the country's leading artists
and designers, including Max Dupain and Frank Hinder, to deploy
optical tricks and visual illusions for civilian and military protection.
Their work was an array of ingenious constructions for the purpose
of disguise and subterfuge. Drawing on previously unpublished
photographs and documents, Camouflage Australia exposes Bkt 2
the story of fraught collaborations between civilian and military : s f o
personnel who disagreed over camouflage’s value to wartime
operations and the usefulness of artists to warfare.

In this engrossing book, Ann Elias provides intemational context
for the historical circumstances and events of the organisation of
camouflage in World War |l in Australia and the Pacific region. She
elaborates on the parallel involvement of British and American
artists in the field of concealment and deception, and reveals the
widespread interest shown by western naturalists and scientists
in the application to warfare of the behaviours and aesthetics of
animals.

Camouflage Australia, by redressing the near invisible
contribution of Australian artists and designers to defence in World
War Il, makes a major contribution to the history of art and to the
history of Australia. Importantly, by discussing how citizens dutifully
transformed themselves into servants of the war enterprise as i
camouflage labourers, camouflage designers, and camouflage g
field officers, the author provides a valuable historical perspective
for the 21st century when ethical conflicts and moral struggles
dominate debates on war participation. And camouflage itself,
even in an age of nuclear warfare, retains many of its historical
methods and controversies.
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College of the Arts, the University of Sydney. She has written
extensively on camouflage in nature and war, as well as on the
history of flowers. in visual culture.

av——— jrpane~

ISBN: 978-1-920899-73-8

SYDNEY UNIVERSITY PRESS 81920"8997
sydney.edu.an/sup




