VM                                    Vali MYERS

(Born 1930) Canterbury, Sydney, New South Wales (Died 2003) Melbourne, Victoria

It’s Like Medicine. If I don’t draw I get sick. – Vali Myers

Vali Myers was an artist whose unique persona, tattooed face, flaming red hair and alternative fashion style endeared her to Melbourne. In the years prior to her death, she held court at her frangipani-scented studio on the 7th floor of the Nicholas Building on Swanston Street – a meeting place for musing with other artists and an entourage of loyal admirers.
Myers had returned to Melbourne in 1993, after decades living at the Il Porto Wildlife Oasis she had created in Italy.
In 1950, at the age of 19, as an accomplished modern dancer, Myers left Australia and sailed for Europe. It was in Paris, living on the streets and mixing with like-minded people breaking free from the shadow of the Second World War, that her spirit and resilience was forged.
Inspired by many of the artists she encountered and her own lived experience during this time, Myers began to draw. By 1954, and struggling with opium addiction, Vali met Rudi Rappold, whom she later married. Together, they travelled through Europe, lived again in Paris and then journeyed to the south of Italy in search of new beginnings. In a remote valley of Il Porto, they established a dedicated wildlife oasis, and Myers came to fully embody her art, infusing it with colour and placing herself at its centre: an eco-warrior surrounded by a menagerie of rescued and cherished animals. Featuring throughout her art is her most treasured animal, her pet vixen Foxy, whom she acknowledged as her daughter. Mythological, spiritual and poetic motifs seamlessly merge in her work, forging the legacy for which she is now remembered.
Myers sustained herself and her oasis by selling her works internationally, often during frequent stays at the Chelsea Hotel in New York. Following her wishes, after her death and through the work of the Vali Myers Art Gallery Trust, her artworks, visual diaries, jewellery, painting implements, and papers were acquired by State Library Victoria.

1 
Foxy locket with photo and blood 1965–1977
Silver, photograph and hand colouring
H2018.503/6


2 
Foxy
Gelatin silver photograph
H2018.470/15


3 
Motilal R Minda Fox brooch Gold H2018.500/3


4 
Tooth and bone of Foxy locket 1965–1977
Mixed media
H2018.470/24

Foxy in my hair, early in the morning – waking up her Mother to play.
The Foxy amulet, the black cross, and the drop of amber. This means Foxy is her Familiar, the Black Cross is her Pagan religion and the Amber drop is the blood of the trees, the blood of her white body and fiery soul.
– Vali Myers

Myers referred to her pet vixen Foxy as her daughter – her familiar. She wore the Foxy locket most days and throughout her diaries writes of her love and life with Foxy. Foxy died in 1979 at the age of
14. Myers ‘gave her a Red Indian burial, wrapping her up in different coloured cloths and hung her out on the elderberry tree in the wind, rain and sun’. After Foxy’s body dried, Myers had a special chestnut box made for her with a brass plaque on the top that read: ‘Foxy 1965–1979 Only beloved daughter of Vali Myers’. Myers kept her close, near her bed on the mezzanine level of her domed pavilion home at Il Porto.

Peter ECCLES
(Born 1958)
Silver and gold threepence necklace with earring attachment
c.1993–1997
H2018.503/1

10 
Gold-plated Hamsa hand-necklaces with coins on gold chain
1993–2000
H2018.497/19, H2018.497/20

11 
Peter ECCLES
(Born 1958)
Tiger claw ring Silver, tiger claw, 1997 H2018.499/12

12 
Peter ECCLES
Ned Kelly ring 1993–1997
Gold; inscribed on back of band: ‘Vali’
H2018.498/11



13 
Peter ECCLES
(Born 1958)
Gold ring set with carnelian amongst skulls c.1993–1997 22 carat gold, carnelian
H2018.503/4

14 
Amber dolphin brooch Silver, amber; undated H2018.497/8

15 
Virgin Mary pendant mixed media H2018.497/9

Melbourne jeweller Peter Eccles was a close friend of Vali’s. During her visits to Melbourne, she would often acquire one of his creations to adorn her tattooed hands. Myers loved trinkets and talismans that evoked her connections to animals and the spiritual realm.

3 
Carved whale
H2021.92/13


4 
Carving of Vali and Foxy H2021.92/3


5 
Bone kohl applicators
bone, maroon, gold and blue cloth tie
H2018.498/6


6 
Paint box and contents
H2018.468/1–31

I never wore my make up to be pretty … I’ve always loved make-up and tattooing and gold teeth and everything flash … to be normal, as Oscar Wilde said, to be normal and natural is the greatest affectation.
– Vali Myers, in The Painted Lady, 2002, film, dir.
Ruth Cullen

Myers began to forge her unique sense of style while she was
in Paris in the 1950s. She started applying heavy lashings of kohl around her eyes, believing in its mythical protective powers.
In 1967 she tattooed her facial markings and what she called her spirit moustache, presenting a gender-neutral, androgynous style of ‘warrior womanliness’.


9	
Jewellery and mementos belonging to Vali Myers H2018.502/1–54 (Box 14)

Myers surrounded herself with her trinkets and mementos, both in Italy and when she returned to Melbourne. In the months prior to her death, she started to get her estate in order and, with the support of friends, established the Vali Myers Trust, with Ruth Cullen, Nicole Karidis and Robert Yarra as Directors. In 2018, the Trust donated Vali’s extensive archive to State Library Victoria collection.


I’m a perfectionist about my work – it’s really strange, but the rest of my life is chaotic and I love every minute of it and that’s no exaggeration … I take life as it comes … I’m always crawling out of holes and then coming on like a shooting star and then I fall in another hole.
– Vali Myers in The Painted Lady, 2002, film, dir. Ruth Cullen

Myers’s drawings are created with the finest English pen nib, set onto a goose feather for lightness of touch, using carefully diluted
black Chinese ink with Winsor and Newton watercolours. The gold leaf in some of the backgrounds is heavy quality rolled-gold from R. Ventrella, a Neapolitan jeweller.

The paper used is handmade from one of the oldest existing papermills on the Amalfi Coast – Ferdinando Amatruda. Vali speaks about her affinity to the ancient illuminations of Irish monks and the carved prows of Viking boats, calling the spirit of her work – ‘extreme barbaric Raffinatezza’.
– George Plimpton, Vali Myers: Drawings 1949–1979, 1980

1 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Dream within a Dream 1982
pen, black ink, burnt sienna and watercolour on paper
H2019.53/7


2 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Tiger Lily Lady 1976–1996
pen, black ink, burnt sienna, sepia and watercolour on paper
H2019.292/12

All that we see or seem
Is but a dream within a dream. – Edgar Allan Poe

For Myers, dreams are vivid encounters with the spiritual world, and shared experiences that are often associated with death or dying.
Myers recounts dreams throughout her diaries and represents them in artworks as dreamscapes. Verses from her favourite poets, including Thomas Chatterton, Edith Sitwell, Percy Shelley and Sylvia Plath, also thread through her diaries and artworks.

That’s a Tiger Lily, like a flame that grows wild in our valley. –Vali Myers

The tiger lily was Myers’s favourite flower, and she was often photographed with a lily tucked behind her ear. Here her flaming hair flows over the valley – as in her other artworks, the red could also reference the Vesuvius eruption. This work was previously called Death of Tiger Lily Lady and took over 20 years to complete.


7 
Herman MELVILLE
(1819–1891)
Moby Dick
Penguin Books, 1978 (first published 1851)
MS16336 Box 31/1
It is possible that Melville’s Moby-Dick the great white Leviathan that sinks the ship and her crew of many nations, is Nature herself, and may be the appalling and wonderful Muse of Melville.
– Vali Myers, Dream within a Dream, 2024

Myers first read Moby-Dick in 1965 and referenced the whale in her artwork for the first time in 1968. She either read, or was read, this book every year for more than 30 years. When her well-loved
annotated copy entered the Library’s collection, a long thread of red hair was found nestled in its pages.


8 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Night Flight 1951
Pen and ink
Courtesy of Tracy Spinks

This drawing is one of the few that survived the ‘after war years’ lived out in the streets and cafes of Saint Germain-des-Prés from 1949 to 1951. In the Winter of ’52, I was in Vienna which was
still occupied by the Allied and Russian troops and there met Rudi Rappold, whom I was later to marry. In the Spring began a walkabout, Italy, France, England and Austria, Paris 1955 – spinning in on myself, touching rock-bottom, flirting with death.
– Vali Myers, Vali Myers: Drawings 1949–1979, 1980

One of Myers’s earliest works is a solemn depiction of herself as an emancipated figure rising from an opium-induced haze. It belongs to a series of small black-and-white drawings made before she graduated to colour. Night Flight and other artworks from this time were reproduced in the 1958 Paris Review.

1 Black leather belt with a seahorse buckle
2 Brown and red leather with 13 oval jewels and a silver buckle
3 Silver engraved necklace or belt, with 16 round silver discs, 1 large diamond shaped disc
4 Black leather belt with gold and silver heart and sun designs
Vali’s belts
H2018.467/1–4

I’m always crawling out of holes and then coming on like a shooting star and then I fall in another hole.
– Vali Myers, in The Painted Lady, 2002, film, dir.
Ruth Cullen

Myers’s sense of style has been described as ‘bohemian-dishevelled, Romany gypsy style’, and has influenced other artists and designers. Her layers of flowing coloured and patterned garments were sourced from markets and friends and her favoured footwear was bare
feet. The belt with the sun motif features in many of her drawings, including Death in Port Jackson Hotel.


1	
Wooden Afghani chair
H2021.42

The small wooden chair was the centrepiece of Myers’s Nicholas Building studio, where friends and visitors gathered around her, as they had during her days at the Chelsea Hotel. The brass bed, also from her studio, has a quirky similarity to the shape of Myers’s spirit moustache. From her days in Paris to her final years in Melbourne, Myers recognised the bed as a place of safety and featured it in many artworks.



1	
Brass bed headboard and footboard copper alloy; undated
H2021.40/1–2


1	
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
The Holy Ghost 2001–2002
pen, sepia, burnt sienna, and watercolour on paper
H2019.53/14

I write about the Holy Ghost like in a vision – the giant octopus lives in the great ravine of soaring cliffs and caves called Il Porto
– protecting the wild creatures of which I am one …
– Vali Myers, diary, 2002

The Holy Ghost is the last painting Myers worked on before she died in 2003. Unfinished, the work depicts much of the symbolism inherent in her artworks: the creatures from Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, her view from her wildlife oasis in the valley through to the Li Galli Islands, the domed pavilion, her animals, the Madonna dell’Arco, the cage holding her beloved Foxy surrounded by locks of her flaming red hair. And there, knowingly, embraced under the tentacles of the giant squid, lies Myers floating, arm outstretched, letting go of life as she lets go of her diary. Myers’s ashes were later released into the waters of Bass Strait.


1
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Death in Port Jackson Hotel 1982
colour lithographic offset print on black paper
H2021.75/12

Before leaving Australia, I spent the last weeks in my hometown Sydney in the Port Jackson Hotel. This drawing, which took me 2 years, is the suicide of a 19-year-old girl but also a rebirth of
a flaming one. Above her is the face of a Queen wearing toad earrings and on either side of the bed are scenes from the valley.
– Vali Myers, Vali Myers: Drawings 1949–1979, 1980

Here the rebirthed queen with her spirit moustache is Myers rising from addiction – an image of death and a resurrection. The reclining figure is a recurring motif, inspired in part by Henry Wallis’s painting The Death of Thomas Chatterton (1856). Chatterton, one of Myers’s favourite poets, died after poisoning himself.

1 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
The Whale 1980–1983
pen, black ink, burnt sienna, sepia and watercolour on paper
H2019.292/15


2 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Stella Maris 1998
pen, sepia and watercolour on paper
H2019.53/11


3 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
The Witch of Atlas 1993
pen, black ink, burnt sienna and watercolour on paper
H2019.53/9




4 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Madonna and the Devil 1987–1988 pen, sepia and watercolour on paper H2019.292


5 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Whaler’s Daughter 1998 pen and ink on paper H2019.53/8


6 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Passions 1981–1982
pen, black ink, sepia, burnt sienna and watercolour on paper
H2019.53/6

1.

… concentric circles seized the lone boat itself, all its crew, and each floating oar, and every lance-pole, and spinning, animate and inanimate, all round and round in one vortex, carried the smallest chip of the Pequod out of sight.

These words are underlined in Myers’s copy of Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick book. The vortex and whalers are represented in this artwork, as Myers, in the centre, raises her hand, perhaps to release the shackles on the whale to set it free.

2.

In the upper left hand of this drawing is a whaling boat with men rowing like fury, busy hunting and harpooning the great white whale. Above the foaming swirl of the sea are my stormy petrels – the music and keening of my heart.
– Vali Myers, diary, January 2001

The sperm whale, with piercing blue eyes, rises from the ocean depths and fights off the attackers. Here Myers depicts herself in the likeness of Stella Maris, an ancient version of the Virgin Mary also known
as Lady of the Sea, protector of the oceans. This figure has been described as personifying ‘an eco-feminist poetic in which humanity and nature, artist and art works become truly one’.1


1.	Robert Wallace, ‘Vali Myers, Moby Dick and eco-feminism’, in Between the Dusk and Dawn, La Trobe University Museum of Art, Melbourne, 2013, p. 39.

3.

Her only adornments are great earrings, necklaces and bracelets.
She came to me when I went to gather dry ivy leaves for Ruby the Pig, in the cleft of the cliff where there are strange formations of limestone, moss green and grey.
· Vali Myers, diary, 1992–1995

A lady-witch there lived on Atlas’ mountain.
Within a cavern, by a secret fountain.
· Percy Shelley, The Witch of Atlas, 1820

Percy Shelley was one of Myers’s favourite poets. His poem The Witch of Atlas was inspired by his wanderings through the mountainous region near Pisa, Italy, in the 1800s.

4.

In this valley – The devil fled the Madonna – and in his flight burst a hole through the rock to make this hole in the valley – I like the devil … he’s worth fighting with.
· Vali Myers, 1984

This image evokes the legend of the valley’s formation at Il Porto, where it is believed that the Madonna, with just the touch of her little finger, can command nature to vanquish the devil.

5.

This and other works by Myers relating to the Moby-Dick narrative were included in Unpainted to the Last: Moby-Dick and Twentieth- Century Art (1995), a book featuring over 50 artists inspired by Herman Melville’s iconic story. Author Elizabeth Schultz wrote of Myers’s painting:

Rather than anger, the woman in this drawing expresses her sense of unity with nature. As if they had finished suckling, a raven and a dog at ease upon the breasts of the whaler’s daughter while she gazes peacefully towards the viewer, validating her vision.

6.

The intensity of Myers’s relationships plays out in this painting, in which her husband Rudi playing the violin and her lover Gianni in a pink-haired drag ensemble both hover over her. The work references ‘The dead fiddler’ by Issac Bashevis Singer, a story of grief and bodily possession. Vali also pays homage to the musical talents of her mother, who played the violin.

7 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Courtesan of Pompeii 1995–1996
pen, burnt sienna, sepia and watercolour, pencil on paper
H2019.292/11


8 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Nothing Worse than a Life Dying Slow, Dee Dee Ramone, Hotel Chelsea 1975–1979
mixed media on paper
H2021.37


9 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Madonna Dell’ Arco 1985
pen, ink, burnt sienna, pencil and watercolour on paper
H2019.292/17



10 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Sea Fox 1999
pen, sepia, watercolour and gold leaf on paper
H2019.53/12


11 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Golden Toad 1975
pen, black ink and watercolour on paper
H2019.292/4


12 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Dido 1973–1974
pen, black ink, watercolour and tempera on paper
H2019.53/2


8.

Dee Dee Ramone was a founding member and bass player of the American punk band The Ramones and is pictured in this unfinished work playing guitar. Vali and Dee Dee became friends when they both lived at the Chelsea Hotel in New York City. The title of the work is a quote attributed to Ramone.

9.

Went early in the morning to Madonna dell’Arco on Easter Monday for her festival – thousands of people from around Vesuvius and Naples barefooted, dressed in white with the big blue sashes.
They come with their troubles and their suffering and let it all flow in front of her …
– Vali Myers, Vali’s World, 1984

The Madonna dell’Arco appears frequently in Myers’s artworks, reflecting her connection to the sanctuary and shrine near her home, which she regularly visited for the annual festival. The sanctuary
is rooted in a local legend surrounding an ancient fresco of the Madonna and Child at the site. According to the story, in 1450, a boy – angered after losing a game – kicked a ball that struck the Madonna’s face, which then began to bleed.

11.

Portrait of a young Italian Poet – Gianni Menichetti, who was born in Tuscany in a village built on the ruins of an Etruscan town. Nearby him is his great black goat, Bastienne. There is an old belief that a Golden Toad was worshipped long ago by the Etruscan people and lies buried somewhere in this ancient land.
– Vali Myers, in Vali Myers: Drawings 1949–1979, 1980

Gianni arrived at Il Porto in 1971 at 19 years of age and remains there today as the custodian of the wildlife oasis that Vali and Rudi founded in the remote Italian valley. At the top right-hand corner of the work is a small stain of Gianni’s blood – he had been bitten by Foxy.

12.

My Dido was inspired by Virgil’s’ ‘Aeneid’. Dido was the Phoenician Queen who build her kingdom Carthage, on the coast of Tunisia, and lived her life of purple and gold before fate decreed that she die on a sword in a sea of flames. In the valley near my house is a beautiful waterfall that I have called after Dido and her passionate tears
– Vali Myers, Vali Myers: Drawings 1949–1979, 1980

Myers’s essence flows through many of her artworks. She appears as the central figure, with flowing, flaming red hair, embodying who she aspires to be, both self-referential and informed by her broad literary and mythological readings.

1 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Il Porto March 1966: Here is the Book of
the Animal Madonna Begun on the Time of Dogs on the Scent of Foxies
Visual diary
H2018.428


2 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Ill Porto 1969 Visual diary H2018.430


3 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Il Porto Italy 1963 Visual diary H2018.427


4 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
The Little Black Book November 1971
Visual diary
H2018.431



Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
5 My Book 1956–1957
6 Visual Diary 1959–1963
Courtesy Vali Myers Trust

1 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Foxy 1973 Visual diary H2018.432


2 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
II Porto Wildlife Oasis, Positano, Salerno, Italy March 1996 – September 1997
Visual diary
H2018.443


3 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
The Black Book of Fox Lady of the Red Tinker of Sky 1968
Visual diary
H2018.429



4 
Vali MYERS
(1930–2003)
Sheila Devi Il Porto June 1992 – September 1995
Visual diary
H2018.442

1 
Ed VAN DER ELKSEN
(1925–1990)
Vali 1972


2 
Rudi RAPPOLD
(1930– 1988)
Vali and Foxy at Ill Porto 1972


3 
James LAURITZ
(Born 1954)
Vali in Fitzroy Gardens 1994

VALI
A 1965 documentary film by Sheldon Rochlin and Diane Rochlin (now Flame Schon) featuring Vali Myers and Rudi Rappold at their home in Positano, Italy.

In my heart I find all that’s fierce and beautiful and lonely.
A keening joy in a red Tinker heart. – Vali Myers, diary 1966

Myers often described herself as a ‘tinker’, an archaic Irish term for traveller. In 1966, after two stressful years fighting with the local council of Positano, Vali and Rudi were finally able to legally inhabit the wildlife oasis they had created in the Il Porto valley. Myers always referred to those years as the troubled time.

God how I miss New York and my lovers and my loneliness.
I walk in that city in my tacky high heeled shoes – in the early morning, changing my beds of love …
· Vali Myers, diary, 1968

Myers travelled back and forth to New York to sell her drawings, staying at the infamous Chelsea Hotel, where she immersed herself in the city’s alternative artistic circles. Over the years, she formed friendships with iconic figures such as Patti Smith, Marianne Faithfull, Debbie Harry, Ira Cohen and Andy Warhol. While in New York she also showed some of her artworks to Salvador Dali, who reviewed them carefully with a magnifying glass and commented on their originality.

Just before dawn is my most down time. Then its ebb tide in the high seas of my blood.
· Vali Myers, diary, 1963

Myers writes regularly of death and dying – often through the infamous deaths of writers she admires, such as Sylvia Plath and Thomas Chatterton, or relating local stories of misfortune causing death. Through these references we see the dark times and depression that Myers worked through, what she called the ‘doom and gloom’.

Some nights ago I had a real dream, a pure kind of dream, which ended with me dancing in the air, always on the horizontal and never touching the ground …
· Vali Myers, diary, 1999

My utmost dream – Foxy and me living in the skeleton of a great whale – our burrow by the side of the sea.
· Vali Myers, diary, 1996

Myers vividly recounts her dreams throughout her diaries and visualises them in her artworks.

Tonight I go into my big Fox Cage with my Madonna, and all the sparkling things and … my notebooks, drawings all. Here in the loneliness and love with the new fisherman gas light I’ll work like a little Queen Bee.
· Vali Myers, diary, 1973

Myers worked best at night in the confines of a ‘cage’ that her husband Rudi constructed in their domed pavilion in the Il Porto valley. ‘Like a ribcage’ it ‘protected her heart’ and, with pet vixen Foxy present, gave her a sense of security and a place to draw. The statue of the Madonna in her many manifestations is a constant motif in her artworks. Dedicated to Foxy, this diary is full of poetic laments and was the artist’s favourite.


Wild mist rolling in from the sea and swirling up on the high cliffs where the birds of prey are screaming – all the animals are under shelter and fed for the day. I went up to the Witches Cave and collected fallen leaves, wild garlic and herbs.
· Vali Myers, diary, 1966

Yesterday on a Sunday afternoon, speaking of snakes, I called up a snake and went for a walk, meeting the biggest Viper I’ve ever seen.
· Vali Myers, 1968

If you understand Shamanism, you will understand me.
· Vali Myers, interview with Tracy Spinks, 2002

Myers was drawn to shamanism at various stages of her life, weaving it as a thread through her diaries and artworks. She muses on her intimate spiritual connections with animals she shared her life within the valley of Il Porto, Italy.

When she wears a garland of human heads it symbolizes her wisdom and power … her lolling head and blood red tongue is energy. The sword and severed head is … dissolution. Death and darkness, the origin of light and life.
· Vali Myers, diary, 1999

Vali was drawn to the symbolism and mythologies of multiple religions, as we can see referenced throughout her visual diaries and artworks. The image pasted into her diary here is most likely an interpretation of Kali or another Hindu goddess. The foxes, her most familiar of creatures, carry multiple meanings: in some cultures they symbolise guidance and transformation, while in others they are associated with cunning and trickery.
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