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Foreword

In the third newsletter of the Friends of the Fryer Library, June 1979, the President 

announced ‘our first meeting for the year … will commemorate the work of Helen 

Haenke, a good friend of the Fryer Library, whose death in December last saddened 

us all. Instead of a lecture, there is to be a reading of some of her poems and a small 

memorial exhibition.’ The newsletter featured a floral motif designed by the talented 

playwright, poet, short story writer and artist, whose drawing of a banksia had been 

used on the Fryer Memorial Library’s Golden Jubilee 1977 leaflet.

Helen’s last collection of poems, Prophets and Honour, begins with a quote from 

the Gospel of Matthew 13:57: ‘A prophet is not without honour, save in his own country’. 

Recognition came to Helen far from the place of her birth in Newcastle, New South 

Wales, when she settled with her husband in his hometown of Ipswich in Queensland. 

From the family’s historic house, Rockton, Helen would look out to her community 

and invite them to play readings, recitals and concerts. As she writes, ‘I live in a house 

among trees and look out’. It was a place that inspired her deeply.

Helen’s surviving daughters, Angela Geertsma and Margo Rayner, with the support 

of the other members of the Jani Haenke Charitable Trust, have kindly donated most 

of her papers to the Fryer Library at the University of Queensland. This collection 

preserves a fascinating record of her life and work. As the Fryer celebrates its 90th year 

I am delighted that this book by UQP will connect a new generation to Helen Haenke’s 

plays, poems, prose and artworks. Creations that form ‘a magnificent legacy, revealing 

a remarkable depth of compassion and a shrewd, astute perception of people and their 

surroundings.’

Simon Farley
The Fryer Librarian
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Helen Joyce Haenke was born on  
9 May 1916 at Wickham, an inner-
city suburb of Newcastle in New 
South Wales. She was the eldest 
child of Walter Charles Petherbridge, 
a medical practitioner, and his 
wife Lily Myrtle (née Wood). She is 
pictured here with her parents and 
the eldest of her three brothers, 
David (born 1918) – John was  
born in 1920 and Colin 1923.
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On 9 October 1937, at the age 
of 21, Helen married Willis 
Haenke at All Saints’ Church 
in Petersham, Sydney. As the 
press lavishly gushed, she 
designed her own wedding 
gown, adding yet another bow 
to her creative life.
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After her marriage, Helen continued to 
fascinate the press with her stylish clothes, 
many of which she designed herself. She 
and Willis lived in a house perched above 
the river at Kangaroo Point during the first 
years of their marriage.



Left: Helen and Willis had three daughters 
– Jani, born in 1940; Angela, born in 1943; 
and Margot, born in 1945 – seen here on 
the steps of Rockton with Helen and their 
cousin Jody (seated next to Helen), not long 
after Margot was born.

Right: This later photograph of (left to right) 
Angela, Helen, Margot and Jani is also taken 
near the verandah at Rockton.

Below: Angela Geertsma, Helen and Willis’s 
second daughter, created this pedigree chart 
while researching her family’s history.
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Jani (left) and Helen relax on the grassy rise 
at the back of Rockton. The widow’s walk can 
be seen clearly on top of the second storey on 
the right of the house. The decorative windows 
at the end of the verandah indicate where the 
ballroom is located.



Left: A young Helen, possibly still a 
teenager, sat for this portrait by Frances 
(Frank) Payne (1885–1996) at a time  
when her own artistic life was just 
beginning. Frank, some 30 years older than 
Helen, was a graphic artist, well-known 
painter and arts mentor. It is possible 
their talks during the sittings may have 
encouraged Helen to later study at art 
college and work as a graphic artist.

Right: Helen’s paintings predominately 
consisted of landscapes and still lifes, and 
over 50 of them continue to adorn the walls 
at Rockton.
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As a young woman in the 1930s, Helen was trained as a commercial artist 
– university was for her brothers. In Melbourne in 1940 and ’41 Helen took 
the opportunity to study art with the painter Max Meldrum. Meldrum was 
a painter and art teacher with a well-developed and articulated theory of 
painting. He was then at the height of his reputation and power in the art 
world, having won the Archibald Prize in 1939 and again in 1940. 

Like many successful men of that period, Meldrum’s attitudes to aspiring 
women artists was patronising. Indeed, according to the Australian Dictionary 
of Biography, when Nora Heysen won the Archibald Prize in 1938, Meldrum 
gave it as his considered opinion that ‘women could not be expected to paint 
as well as men’. According to Helen’s daughter Jani, Meldrum was also 
patronising towards Helen, this housewife who sometimes turned up at art 
class with a baby in a bassinet. Jani recalled her mother saying that when they 
entertained Meldrum at home, he showed more interest in talking with Willis 
than he did with Helen about her painting. It is reasonable to assume then, 
that, although it did not entirely destroy Helen’s passion for painting, the 
experience of being Meldrum’s pupil cannot have done a lot to enhance her 
self-confidence as an artist.

By 1945 Helen and Willis had returned to Ipswich. The demands of child 
raising and the expectations in those days that came with the role of wife 
and mother would have left little time for the pursuit of Helen’s interest in 
painting. In 1947 Willis bought a small cottage that he relocated to Cleveland, 
and Jani remembered her mother painting there at weekends. Some of 
Helen’s paintings were exhibited at the Redlands Museum just before Jani 
died in 2009.

Margaret Grace

Margaret Grace first met Helen in 1956, when Margaret was an English teacher coaching the Ipswich 
State School debating team and Helen was an adjudicator of inter-school debates. Margaret later 
married poet and author Thomas Shapcott and they both knew Helen well. Margaret spoke about 
Helen at the opening of an exhibition of Helen’s work at the Redlands Museum in 2009.

Helen’s world was the subject of many of her 
canvases. This table in Rockton’s breakfast room  
was where Helen would sit in the sunshine and look 
out upon her garden, inspiring her creative thoughts 
and works.
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Duncan Max Meldrum (1875–1955) was a Scottish-born 
Australian painter, known as the founder of Australian Tonalism, 
a representational style of painting, as well as portrait work, 
for which he won the Archibald Prize in 1939 and 1940. He 
was a controversial but highly regarded figure in the art world, 
and Helen studied painting with him during the two years she 
lived in Melbourne in the early 1940s. Helen’s daughter Angela 
Geertsma says Meldrum ‘must have recognised her talent to 
have accepted her as a pupil … as true to his time he had little 
belief in the value of women.’

Meldrum’s influence on Helen’s work can be seen in  
a number of her paintings, such as this unfinished 
painting of Rockton. Meldrum championed tonalism, 
‘the rapid and direct recording of tonal impressions 
(generalised massed areas of light and dark) … to 
create an exact illusion of nature … a spontaneous, 
“perceptual” and responsive form of painting, as 
opposed to traditional tonal painting, which is craft-
based and measured.’
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Above: A storm approaches as the 
waters of Raby Bay lap the edges of 
Cleveland Point.

Right: Raby Bay painted from Cleveland 
Point, looking across the bay towards 
Ormiston.

Willis and Helen bought a block of land in 
Shore Street on Cleveland Point and moved 
an old weatherboard house from West End, 
Brisbane, to the site. Willis renovated the 
dwelling, and he and Helen can be seen 
(left) at the gatepost. At this family holiday 
home Helen could paint and write while their 
children played nearby. In the one above, she 
painted a house just down the street, nearer 
to the point.

A n  A r t i s t ’ s  V i e wH e l e n  H a e n k e  a t  Roc k t on 4140


