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Abstract 

 

This study of the Art Gallery of New South Wales explores the role that Australian Aboriginal art has 

had in one important state institution. It also provides the groundwork for furthering our 

understanding of how state art galleries manage their discourses of Australian and Aboriginal 

identities. The search by Aboriginal people, for belonging and trust in national representations, 

continues to challenge state art galleries. If as art historian Amelia Jones suggests the notion of art, art 

history and art institutions are inventions, then such inventions should make room for new art and new 

art theory (Jones 23).  

While state art galleries are currently working to generate new displays of Australian art that include 

Australian Aboriginal art, there remains no complete study of how any state art gallery has managed 

its Aboriginal collections. This study of the role of Australian Aboriginal art within the Art Gallery of 

New South Wales provides evidence of personal advocacy as the driving force behind its 

achievements. Here personal advocacy and by extension, cultural subjectivity, is the key to the 

creation of an art gallery.  
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Prologue 

 

The idea of doing a study on the Art Gallery of New South Wales and its relationship to 

Aboriginal art came from several events. As an undergraduate at the College of Fine Arts, 

University of New South Wales in 2008, I enrolled in a unit on Australian Art run by Joanna 

Mendelssohn who did most of the teaching at the AGNSW. This gave me an opportunity, 

through meeting Co-ordinator of Public Programs for Aboriginal art and curator Jonathan 

Jones, to work as an Aboriginal teacher/lecturer at the AGNSW in Public Programs for 

around 18 months. On moving to Perth to do further study at the University of Western 

Australia, I was invited back to the AGNSW in 2010 to assist with the open weekend for Art 

+Soul, 2010.  On that occasion I got to meet many of the artists whose works are held in the 

Aboriginal Art Collection and to hear their stories and learn about their work from them. It 

seemed that a large amount of the history on the Aboriginal Art Collection in the AGNSW, 

and its ongoing development, was relayed verbally by the very knowledgeable full-time 

employees of Public Programs and the Aboriginal Art Department. However, there was no 

complete institutional history of the AGNSW and Aboriginal Art within it. This dissertation 

therefore aims to provide the gallery with new knowledge as well as new understanding of its 

historical relationship to Australian Aboriginals, though in no way is it complete. This 

research aims to contribute to our understanding of state art galleries and the role they play in 

Australian culture and the arts.  

Materials accessed for this dissertation are based on the Minutes of the New South Wales Art 

Academy, the AGNSW Annual Reports, and newspaper clippings from the AGNSW Edmund 
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and Joanna Capon Research Library, document boxes of Tony Tuckson and exhibition boxes. 

I also took into account two summary accounts of histories on the Art Gallery of New South 

Wales, The Art Gallery of New South Wales: Changing shape Changing Function, 1871-1987 

by Cecilia Alfonso is a manuscript in the reference library in the AGNSW and Art Gallery of 

New South Wales: Highlights from the collection  by Edmund Capon the AGNSW Director. 

The latter includes an introduction researched by Steven Miller, the Head Librarian in the 

AGNSW Edmund and Joanna Capon Research Library, which briefly outlines the gallery 

history. Steven Miller also assisted this research by directing my search. In The Sydney Art 

Patronage System 1890 -1940 by Heather Johnson was an additional publication that 

supported the research. I also note that there are archive boxes from Hal Missingham a 

Director of the AGNSW at the National Library, in Canberra. I only learnt of those boxes 

towards the end of my research period and unfortunately have not been able to access them at 

this time. 

This study has not identified any research papers that focus on the Aboriginal Art Collection 

of any state art institutions in Australia let alone the AGNSW except for internal publications 

that make reference to its existence. These publications have been produced for the general 

public over the years and include small points of reference, or evidence to its existence in the 

collection.  

The support and contribution from the numerous conversations, emails and coffees with staff 

members at the AGNSW, as well as those no longer working at the gallery, identified in 

acknowledgements are the contribution to new original material imperative to the way this 

dissertation has evolved. Touring groups of visitors through the gallery and talking about the 

notion of place, the building, collection and Aboriginal representations often arising in that 

order, had also contributed to the writing of this dissertation. In the search for new evidence it 

must be acknowledged that on some occasion’s dates, page numbers and authorship have 
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been difficult to ascertain, particularly in regards to old newspapers and microfilm 

manuscripts.   

I also acknowledge that there are several people missing from this study, Margaret Tuckson 

whom I would have liked to have met but was unwell at the time that I was in Sydney. Barry 

Pearce, whom I tried to contact, but never received a response; he had just resigned from the 

gallery at that time. I also tried to contact Daphne Wallace, but was told it would be difficult 

to get in touch with her. The final person was Edmund Capon, who at the time of research in 

Sydney had resigned from the gallery and again was not in Sydney at the same time I was. 

Their contributions would have been another addition to the mix. The resignation of Hetti 

Perkins, Barry Pearce and Edmund Capon occurred during the research period.  
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Introduction 

 

For the most part people make galleries. This becomes evident when investigating the 

Art Gallery of New South Wales and its relationship to Australian Aboriginal art. This 

history of the gallery looks at the making of the collection and reconceptualises 

Australian art history from the perspective of Aboriginal Australia. Such a simple shift 

in perspective plays out in this dissertation, but its impact is by no means simple. How 

to include Aboriginal art in Australian art remains a vexed and unsettled question in all 

the state art galleries and art world discourse more generally. 

In relation to a recent exhibition Ancestral Modern: Australian Aboriginal Art at the 

Seattle Art Museum curator Lisa Graziose Corrin suggested in her essay “Staging 

Australian Aboriginal Art”, a need for curators to ‘step outside of their own 

expectations’ (43). Corrin was considering how to stage works by Australian Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal artists in juxtapositions in order to create conversations in gallery 

displays. Corrin asks us: 

What is the value in bringing works of art that represent such different 

worldviews together in dialogue? It underscores that, while the desire to construct 

meaning may be universal, what the universe means across cultures is not. In this 

moment of history, we can have the experience of cultural difference when we 

juxtapose two works of art as distinct as these and present them in the spirit of 

truly equal exchange. (Corrin 49) 

To study the impact made by gallery staff and the effects they have on collections and 

exhibitions within state art galleries requires us to examine complete histories of state 

art galleries. The issues facing Australian Aboriginal art become more evident when it is 
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brought into the history of a gallery. We see a more exact impact of personal advocacy 

over an extended period of time. While this is not a complete history of the AGNSW, it 

aims to provide a thorough study of that history.  

People make galleries through their own image, their own subjectivity, their own lived 

experience. While in turn people are themselves made by this experience - the legacy 

questions, which open onto the ideological nature of individual belief and action, is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation. It focuses on the history of a gallery and its 

collection and the decisive roles that certain individuals played in this history, but it 

does not unpack either the psychological, sociological or ideological nature of their 

motives. The point is that certain individuals made a big difference to how state art 

galleries grow and function, and this dissertation analyses how and when this occurred.  

This should not reflect upon a particular gallery but should be seen in a broader context 

of all state art galleries in Australia. The AGNSW is an agent for the research only. 

How to include Australian Aboriginal art into an Australian context in a more 

meaningful way, which allows for a sense of belonging to be experienced by Aboriginal 

people, remains unresolved in these institutions.  

A part of the problem is identified by Ian Mclean in How Aborigines Invented the Idea 

of Contemporary Art. McLean writes that ‘very few Australian art historians have 

researched Aboriginal art in any substantial way, despite its prominence in artworld 

discourse’ (14). Attempts at writing an Aboriginal art history appear to repeat what is 

already known. Furthermore, there is no complete history of a state art gallery and its 

relationship to Australian Aboriginal art. It means that in no way can we fully 

appreciate the complexities of the issue and by extension, in order to investigate this bi-

cultural dialogue beyond what it is today; we have no framework to base the discourse 

on. For the most part the dialogue has been held captive by the Western perspective, 

that has demanded artists outside of Europe be held accountable if they wish to be 
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placed within its hierarchy. McLean writes that the ‘problem was not a deficit of 

Aboriginal artists or even an unappreciative public, but a Eurocentric artworld’ (17). 

The challenge facing the Eurocentric problem is firstly being able to identify and to 

name it. While Mclean writes on Aboriginal art that: 

No Australian art movement has produced so much work by so many artists for so 

long, and in the process established a whole new market along with a string of 

specialist galleries, indeed a brand new industry, as well as created new dynamism 

of the art and the efficacy of its ideas have been maintained for more than 30 

years. (McLean 17) 

Yet Australian Aboriginal art appears to remain parallel to the history of Australian art, 

presenting two separate histories of one country. This reflects the divided history of 

countries globally; the effect, however, is to make one group of people feel alien to 

another group of people within a national psyche. McLean asks us ‘how could an art, 

once regarded as the most primitive and crude in the world, suddenly be accepted as 

part of contemporary aesthetic discourse’ (18), especially since it ‘contradicts the tenets 

of modernism that had hitherto structured the art scene and the history of art’ (18).  

As the research into the AGNSW progressed it became apparent that this Eurocentric 

position was merely an invention, driven by a growing wealth and colonisation. In 

Seeing Differently: A History and Theory of Identification and the Visual Arts, Amelia 

Jones writes, for example, that: 

Art was essentially an invention as we know it today in the period from the 

beginning of the European Renaissance, with its foundation in colonial exploits 

and developing structures of capital and related discourses of individualism (or at 

least individual autonomy), to the rise of the European Enlightenment in the 

eighteenth century. Art was defined as a special class of thing made by someone 

indentified as an artist; reciprocally (and of course tautologically) the artist was he 
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who fulfilled his divinely inspired creative expression by making art. (Jones 23- 

24) 

Jones argues that the ways in which art galleries manage their collections closely 

reflects the official discourse of art history, however, their management has not been 

structured by a ‘considered formula’ (23-25), but by personal advocacy. Jones also 

argues that all art is about identity, and public art galleries were self-consciously 

constructed to represent the nation-state (23). This idea of invention might suggest an 

opportunity to change or reinvent something, to improve the formula or make it better 

reflect shifts in the identity of the nation. This is certainly true in the case of Australian 

state art galleries shifting their conventional Eurocentric ideas to Aboriginal art. The 

challenge facing most state art galleries, therefore, is not a lack of artists or a lack of 

information, but exists within the discourse of personal opinions - and in the broader 

context - national opinions, and the role such opinions play in advocating a particular 

course of collecting and exhibiting within public institutions. It considers who is in 

charge and how that relates to what we see in state art galleries, capturing a degree of 

social change throughout the gallery’s history.    

As Rajiv Malhotra writes in Being Different: An Indian Challenge to Western 

Universalism, ‘globalization is often framed in terms and structures that emerged under 

Western domination of the world in the past 500 years or so, and these in turn are 

founded on the values and beliefs that emerged from the unique historical and religious 

experiences of the peoples of European origin’ (Malhotra 14). The invention of art was 

created by a particular group of people. As we look into the history of the AGNSW we 

find that that particular group of people have their origins in Europe. In Art History 

after Modernism, Hans Belting writes ‘we usually ignore the degree to which we have 

imposed a Western view on the East by recognizing only Western traditions and by 

writing art history such as to exclude Eastern Europe’ (54). The Western gaze has not 
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had difficulty seeing outside of itself, but what it saw was invariably the figure of the 

other. How then to give visibility to these others within Western institutions is the 

underlying problem for Aboriginal curators. This is part of a larger problem that 

animates much discussion these days about globalization, Malhotra writes: 

Without an outside perspective on the Western mentalities they seek to 

deconstruct, the critiques assume an unfolding consciousness in which westerners 

are the leaders and agents. They tend to project their latest theories back into 

western intellectual history, thereby enhancing the western collective identity 

rather than dissolving it. (Malhotra 44)  

Thus the story of Australian Aboriginal art in Australian art history is not unique, but 

reflects the experiences of other colonised cultures. In Much Maligned Monsters: 

History of European Reactions to Indian Art, Partha Mitter provides a case study on 

‘the cultural reactions of a particular society to an alien one’ (vii). He argues that the 

first European travellers who wrote about Indian art experienced a conflict between 

‘two different but clearly defined standards of beauty and that proved such a stumbling - 

block for the early travellers’ (Mitter vii).  It was possibly the same issue faced by those 

who first explored the caves and communities of Australian Aboriginal people during 

the early decades of colonisation in Australia.  

Mitter traces the history of the discipline of art history from its origins in the 18th 

century and its claims of being ‘an exact science (Wissenschaft) like the natural 

sciences’ that sought ‘to trace the evolution of artist’s styles’ (189). To achieve this 

pioneering art historians applied ‘a clear teleological notion of ‘progress’ to their studies 

of stylistic evolution’ (Mitter 189). Furthermore instead of concentrating on the 

‘development of the arts in a particular nation’, early art historians ‘tended to treat broad 
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issues like the universal development of the arts in all nations’ (Mitter 189). Mitter 

writes: 

This concern with the whole of mankind stemmed from the 18th century 

intellectual tradition which was still deeply involved with the biblical 

interpretation of history. Whether it was the opponents of Christianity or its 

supporters, the basic assumptions remained the same. The starting point was that 

all the existing nations in the world sprang from a single original nation. The idea 

encouraged in this period what one may call ‘the debate on the origin of art’. 

(Mitter 189) 

Moving into the late 19th Century the ‘Monogeneticists’ who had been the most 

influential on this debate ‘held that all societies owed their existence to one single 

original society, usually of Egyptian or the Hebrew’ (Mitter 190). Even Winckelmann 

in History of Ancient Art (1764) writes Mitter, ‘employed the prevailing evolutionary 

doctrine to show that all art, including the Greek, had been simple and rude in the first 

stages of development’ (Mitter 192). However, Mitter points out, while ‘Greek art went 

triumphantly along its path of progress, Oriental art, namely Egyptian and Persian, 

remained stagnant and moribund’ (Mitter 192). It showed elements of an early writing 

out of particular societies to generate a theory of art history. Over time the invention of 

art and art history would be established through written text. As a progressive theory it 

was unable to divert from a linear approach to art and art history. When Australian 

Aboriginal art was included in state art galleries, it would find itself represented as 

‘stagnant and moribund’ and thus continually excluded from an Australian art history 

that could trace itself back to Europe. Europeans could not fully understand or 

appreciate its differences, and the place of Aboriginal people within the social hierarchy 

of Australian society was not sufficient enough to support or advocate for a more 

suitable reception within the Western art that dominated the gallery. It also suggests an 
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institutional culture is at play, which might have formed during the founding of a state 

art gallery and is maintained as individuals take on the core values of an institution over 

time, without realising it. In Organizational Culture and Institutional Transformation, 

Jennifer Keup, Arianne Walker, Helen Astin, and Jennifer Lindholm write: 

An organization’s culture can be understood as the sum total of the assumptions, 

beliefs, and values that its members’ share and is expressed through “what is 

done, how it is done, and who is doing it” (Farmer, 1990, p. 8). However, 

members of an organization often take its culture for granted and do not truly 

evaluate its impact on decisions, behaviours, and communication or consider the 

symbolic and structural boundaries of organizational culture until external forces 

test it. (Keup and Walker, Astin, Lindholm, 2)  

There are many reasons for producing a gallery history in the search for new thinking. 

Andrew McClellan writes in The Art Museum from Boullee to Bilbao, that ‘in times of 

global anxiety, turmoil and mounting differences, museums extend hope for mutual 

understanding grounded in the common tracts of world art traditions’ (McClellan 2). 

McClellan also argues, galleries matter in our society that we ‘argue about its purpose, 

what it should exhibit, and who it should serve’ (3). The need to understand what art 

galleries mean and who they serve is important to furthering our understanding of art 

and art history in Australia. These gallery histories suggest a significant number of 

white men governing the creation of a gallery and its collection. It might easily support 

the notion that people make galleries, and by extension, what we see on our visits is not 

a part of some established formula but due to personal advocacy and perhaps in a more 

complex way, due to an institution’s culture as it attempts to represent a perspective of 

the nation-state in displays of pictures.  



8 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

The art gallery operations begin to demonstrate a historical and cultural meaning writes 

McClellan when: 

We now understand that the building and presentation of collections, the 

allocation of resources for exhibitions, and the content of public programming all 

involves choices and priorities that reflect the interest and biases of those in 

charge. Indeed, all museum work, from collecting and display to education and 

marketing, involves selection and interpretation. Museum critique has sought to 

understand the museum’s operations as a historically specific and culturally 

mediated set of practices that may shift over time and vary from one institution to 

another but are never simply ‘natural’. (McClellan 3) 

By studying the AGNSW and Australian Aboriginal art we begin to see how advocacy 

has shaped meaning in the gallery. The structure of this dissertation aims to challenge 

the way we think about Aboriginal representations in state art galleries. This has 

become increasingly pertinent since the recent resignation of Hetti Perkins at the 

AGNSW as the Senior Curator of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art in 2011. 

Perkins resigned because of the frustration she experienced working within the 

AGNSW.  She has since advocated for the development of a separate cultural centre for 

Aboriginal art in Sydney. Her argument was that Aboriginal art had failed to find a 

place in the mainstream of Australian art in state art galleries (Fulton “Perkins Ponders 

a Bigger Picture outside the Gallery”).  

While Partha Mitter demonstrates the writing out of particular societies is a more 

effective way of studying non-European art than under the umbrella of a general 

universal art history. He argues that in places like France and England universalism 

prevailed (Mitter 192).  This had the effect of excluding Indigenous art from fine art 

galleries and relegating it to anthropological collections, as Indigenous art had no place 
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in the universal schema of fine art. Rajiv Malhotra writes that the ‘Western unfolding of 

history’ does not ‘have room for parallel streams, finding them threatening and hence 

believing it safer to display them in museums (i.e., not as living traditions but as dead 

ones)’ (Malhotra 66).  

Once works by Australian Aboriginal artists began arriving in the AGNSW the works 

took on the fine arts discourse. In Exhibiting Contradictions: Essays on Art Museums in 

the United States, Allan Wallach writes that ‘Art museums sacralize their contents: the 

art objects, shown in an appropriately formal setting, become high art, the repository of 

society’s loftiest ideas. Indeed, without art museums, the category high art is practically 

unthinkable’ (3). As the AGNSW collected and exhibited Australian Aboriginal art it 

redefined it as high art. This did not mean, however, that its place within the gallery 

system would be assured.  

It effectively created a new art history. The ramifications have been felt throughout the 

history of collecting and displaying Aboriginal art in the gallery, yet the notion of 

Australian art remained the same, the only Australian artists it seemed were white men 

and the exclusion was not necessarily a racist one as it also excluded white women. 

Advocacy for particular styles by a particular male artist was the foundation of the 

gallery’s collection. Often influenced by the opinions of the day, the reasons for not 

purchasing women’s art, for example, could be found in the attitudes towards women 

artists. According to Heather Johnson in Sydney Art Patronage: 1890 to 1940, ‘such 

attitudes did not belong exclusively to the Trustees, but were typical of the 

contemporary discourse’ (Johnson 26), it was reflected in the women’s right to vote, 

which only came about after much lobbying from 1890 to 1901. Johnson went on to say 

that ‘not only were women artists treated patronisingly but their work was denigrated’ 

(Johnson 26). In letters by the trustees, Johnson, has identified a number of occasions 
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when personal advocacy was an active agent in the history of the gallery, as Johnson 

writes: 

Trustees minutes frequently recorded entries [it is] ‘the desire of the Trustees to 

obtain only pictures of sufficient importance...which shall be...worthy of a place 

in a National Collection’. But in their mode of operation, the trustees remained 

closely tied to the English art network. (Johnson 14)  

The trustees advocated a policy for selecting works by particular artists, as Johnson 

writes: 

The trustees were most emphatic that the works purchased be those of ‘rising 

men’. This point was reiterated on at least seven separate occasions between 1894 

and 1910. What or whom was meant by ‘rising men’ was never explained. But the 

Trustees certainly did not mean avant-garde artists and shunned impressionist 

paintings when Edward Montefiore suggested them in 1894. (Johnson 17) 

What the trustees did cite as works for purchase were ‘large genre and historical 

pictures which appealed to the mass audience the gallery attracted’ (Johnson 17). 

Johnson went on to say that the request for ‘rising men’ along with the rejection of 

avant-garde art ‘resulted in the purchase of minor artists working in conservative styles’ 

(17). This might be reflected in the colonial politics of the day, which also followed a 

conservative trend. 

Individuals also re-make galleries, but the attitudes of individuals are shaped by larger 

social and political events. Johnson claims that the turning point from an interest in 

English art to Australian art was due to the First World War (1914 -1918). Johnson 

writes that ‘a new nationalism engendered the pride in Australia’s fighting forces was 

fostered to help mask post-war social unrest’ (18), Johnson argues: 
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The Gallery, a major public institution and hence instrument of hegemony, served 

as an important site for the promotion of nationalism. Exhibitions of Australian art 

were held, Australian work was purchased and Australian art was touted in the 

press as the alternative to the roguish modern art of Europe. Australian artists 

experienced a wave of public and private support and the art network in Sydney 

grew. (Johnson 18) 

The sort of Australian art being advocated generally excluded women and always 

excluded Australian Aboriginal artists. The period during the war had seen an increase 

in Australia’s isolation from Europe, and Johnson suggests that this resulted in an 

introspective interest in Australia as a ‘source of amusement and entertainment’ (21). It 

was possibly reflected by the number of Australian writers making their name on 

Australian narratives as well as a nationalism that was, as Johnson suggests, glorified in 

the promotion of the Australian landscape painting and the rejection of modern art. 

Modern art was associated with the ‘social disruption of war-time and post-war Europe’ 

(24). Though money was considered a major issue for the trustees between 1890 and 

1940, Johnson argues that in her research it was ‘difficult to assess whether this was of 

more importance than the trustees personal opinions and preferences’ (31).  

What seems apparent here is the extent to which personal advocacy and not the 

teleologies of art historians, determines what we see in public art institutions. Janet 

Marstine writes in the “Introduction” to New Museum Theory and Practice: An 

Introduction, that: 

Decisions that museum workers make - about mission statements, architecture, 

financial matters, acquisitions, cataloguing, exhibition display, wall texts, 

educational programming, repatriation requests, community relations, 

conservation, web design, security and reproduction - all impact on the way we 
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understand objects. Museums are not neutral spaces that speak with one 

institutional, authoritative voice. Museums are about individuals making 

subjective choices. (Marstine 2) 

A part of Marstine’s argument is that for art galleries to ‘achieve cultural literacy’ it is 

important to understand that they don’t ‘just represent cultural identity, they produce it 

through framing’ (4). Marstine writes: 

As Preziosi explains, a frame is not just a piece of wood that assigns the work 

inside it the significance of art. Framing is a metaphorical process that creates a 

vision of the past and future based on contemporary needs.  (Marstine 4)  

So while the history of a gallery is created and grows over time, framing of particular 

groups of works in the collection produce readings of cultural identity and on occasion, 

dominance. The importance of framing as Marstine writes is that art galleries have 

‘traditionally’ framed ‘objects and audiences’ in order to control the ‘viewing 

process’(5).  This suggests a ‘tightly woven narrative of progress, an “authentic” mirror 

of history, without conflict or contradiction’ (5). The importance of producing a study 

of a gallery also requires us to consider what these galleries don’t say as much as what 

they do (Marstine 5).  

These choices have both helped and hindered Australian Aboriginal art in the history of 

the AGNSW. Some of the first Aboriginal artworks purchased or gifted to the gallery 

raised the question of belonging, highlighting the accepted position of the day, and 

challenging the traditional place for Aboriginal art which had already formed a part of 

the Australian Museums displays, just down the road. As Aboriginal curators began 

working within the AGNSW, presenting Aboriginal perspectives, the history of the 

institution had to make room for new perspectives that would be more accepting of 

works by Australian Aboriginal artists.  
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In the 1970s the AGNSW created contemporary art and Asian art departments, 

expanding to include a number of curators and administrative staff and individual 

budgets. Aboriginal art remained under the Australian Art Department, given a certain 

level of independence, but not provided full admission into the gallery system. These 

choices are fundamental to how galleries operate and reflect the personal advocacy of 

those in charge. Although this dissertation might read like a history of a gallery, it 

constantly reminds us of how people make galleries.  

Australian Aboriginal representations, within this dissertation, include the works of art 

and the artists that produced them. Curatorial staff and public program staff and all 

those who raise the profile of Aboriginal Art Collection all provide representations. This 

might also be reflected in the non-Aboriginal advocates of Aboriginal art that opened 

the history in the first place. More generally, however, Aboriginal representations are 

the Aboriginal perspectives and the search for belonging by Aboriginal people that 

continues to be debated in art institutions today. One of the first representations, as the 

first chapter of this dissertation argues, lies in the location of the gallery in Sydney.  

Chapter one focuses on the history of place, and the shifts in definition of who an 

Australian was, in relation to the redesignation of that location. It aims to reframe the 

gallery from an Aboriginal perspective, recognising the value of past histories as tools 

for rethinking present enquiries. In the area currently known as the Royal Domain and 

Botanic Gardens, the AGNSW resides on the eastern boundary, on a ridge known as 

Yurong, in what was originally Cadi country. The early history of place suggests that 

the people of Cadi lived and died around the site of the gallery and that in places like the 

Botanic Gardens the Cadi held ceremonies of cultural significance. Over time and 

through the push to settle the port of Sydney for trade, the redevelopment of place has 

sites of Aboriginal significance driven to invisibility. It is therefore no surprise that 

visitors to Australia think of it as a young country with no culture. When we start to 
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look at the location of the AGNSW we also need to consider the waves of history that 

existed before the European styled landscapes that we see.  

Within chapter one there are several discourses relating to the movements of 

colonisation. The establishment of a colony was structured around the need to expand 

trade in the area. Convicts were brought primarily to build the colony and over time the 

free-settlers became the colonial legislators and ministers. The interest in an 

international exhibition like the trade fares between France and England from 1851 

brings on the Sydney International Exhibition in 1879. With that, the Garden Palace is 

built to house the exhibition, and a Fine Arts Annexe built later to house the loaned art 

exhibition from England, is considered the first spectacular exhibition of art in 

Australia. The stage is set for the divide between Australian Aboriginal and new 

Australian history and art, with one building a national identity and the other becoming 

invisible.   

Chapter two continues to consider the colonisation of place through the Garden Palace 

but on this occasion, how it relates to the history of the gallery. While chapter one 

focuses on place as an Aboriginal reading of the history of the AGNSW, in chapter two 

the gallery has surpassed the redesignation of place to present the colony as a dominant 

advocate for European culture. By now the White Australia Policy would be gradually 

put in place, it not only included restrictions to immigration but a removal of Aboriginal 

people to reserves and missions. This chapter presents a study of the history of the 

AGNSW from 1871 - 1940 within this period of policy making. It includes a study of 

the way the collection was formed, the search for space and associations to British 

galleries as a framework for a new nation. Here the nature of art as an invention 

becomes more evident, the new Australians are now in power and by extension they 

seek to make a gallery that serves the new nation. This chapter concludes with the 
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transformation of management, from trustees to director and secretary, and it begins to 

show aspects of an institutional culture forming through the efforts of the trustees.    

After nearly seventy years, the White Australia Policy begins to be dismantled. Chapter 

three investigates the formation of an Aboriginal Art Collection within the AGNSW 

from 1940 to 1971. While the new position of director and secretary manages to take 

some of the management control off the trustees, they continue to keep a firm grip on 

the collection and exhibitions of art. It is not until the employment of Hal Missingham 

as director and secretary in 1945, that the trustees are challenged on rights to purchase 

and exhibit the collection. Through Missingham’s efforts, the first work by an 

Australian Aboriginal artist is purchased and later with an assistant to support him, 

Tony Tuckson becomes a keen advocate of Aboriginal art via the broader context of 

primitive art.  

Chapter four addresses Australian Aboriginal art and curatorship in the AGNSW in the 

period from 1972 to 1990. It would take the work of curators from the Biennale of 

Sydney to return Australian Aboriginal art to the mainstream gallery system and it also 

required the creation of a complementary exhibition of contemporary Australian art in 

Australian Perspecta 81 to bring Aboriginal art into the Australian art context as 

contemporary art. These exhibitions were controversial. Firstly, for being contemporary, 

a new term at that time, secondly for including works by desert artists in acrylic, that 

were considered kitsch and inauthentic, and finally for not including a number of 

established Australian male artists.  The importance of these exhibitions to the history 

of the AGNSW and Aboriginal art has yet to be fully appreciated.  

Chapter five traces a history of Aboriginal curators from Daphne Wallace to Hetti 

Perkins within the AGNSW. It examines the creation and expansion of Aboriginal art in 

the gallery from the 1990s until today. During this time there is an increase in 
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Aboriginal representations within the gallery, yet attempts to create inter-disciplinary 

exhibitions between Australian and Aboriginal art struggle to eventuate.  

Due to the complexity of this part of the investigation this chapter is broken down into 

two sections. The first focuses on the work of Daphne Wallace as the first full-time 

Aboriginal curator and the second focuses on Hetti Perkins as her successor. It also 

considers those who worked with Wallace and Perkins. The main motivation for change 

in the AGNSW by the 1990s lay in the looming, Year of the Indigenous People, that 

was to come in 1993, of reconciliation, and enquiries into the deaths of Aboriginal 

people in police custody. The Aboriginal Art Department that was being looked after by 

Renee Free was subbed under Australian art to keep costs down, yet while the head of 

the Australian Art Department advocated for this shift and appears to let the department 

take its own course, this restructuring would put in place restrictions on growth of the 

Aboriginal Art Department, as well as limit opportunities for Aboriginal curators to take 

on upper management positions. It maintained independence and recognition as a 

department in its own right but with a limit to its influence and advocacy. However, 

even with such limitations in place, Aboriginal curators managed to re-establish 

Aboriginal art in the gallery, with the backing of government. 

The second part of chapter five includes the transition from Daphne Wallace to Hetti 

Perkins. Approaches to exhibitions during the 1990s had changed greatly. Now the 

expectation was to not only manage a healthy turnaround of shows in the Yiribana 

Gallery, but to produce blockbusters for Aboriginal art. For the most part Perkins and 

the Aboriginal Art Department managed to do just that and while these blockbusters did 

not get the same number of visitors as exhibitions by French Impressionists or Picasso, 

for the short period of time and under the restrictions of a sub-department the 

exhibitions that were produced were on a new level for Aboriginal art and equal to that 

being achieved in other departments. The exhibition Papunya Tula: Genesis and Genius 
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in 2000 remains a benchmark in curatorial achievement. The Aboriginal Art Department 

also produced additional publications to promote the collection and the issues 

surrounding Aboriginal art, including One Sun One Moon, that aim to add to 

contemporary discourses.  

Over the course of this period particularly from 1998 until today, the AGNSW hosted 

an extraordinary climb in the number of exhibitions and events relating to Aboriginal 

art. The number of works purchased by patrons of the gallery also contributed to the rise 

in the place of Aboriginal art in the gallery system. This chapter concludes with the 

recent attempt to include Aboriginal art within displays of Australian art that Hetti 

Perkins and Deborah Edwards had worked on for years and Perkins resignation in 2011. 
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Chapter One  

Culture, Community and Place: The Home of the AGNSW 

 

  

Figure 1.1  

 

Introduction 

In the 18th Biennale of Sydney: All Our Relations, 2012. Postcommodity, a collective of 

five Indigenous American artists, cut a square hole out of the floor of the Yiribana 

Gallery, in the AGNSW, in order to expose the land beneath it. The work was called Do 

You Remember When? (2009-2012). A sound recording of Cadigal language was 

projected into the square. The work appears to return the gaze of the gallery back to its 

location, recognising the gallery’s place in Cadi Country. The location of the gallery is 

close to Australian Aboriginal ceremonial sites and was, at one time, a place where 

Australian Aboriginals had been known to camp within reach of good fishing grounds. 

This chapter investigates the significance of the place in which the history of the 

AGNSW and Australian Aboriginal art has played out. The gradual rise of new wealth, 

Figure 1.1 is a work by 
Postcommodity called Do You 
Remember When? 2009-12. This 
work was a site-specific intervention 
and mixed-media installation (cut 
concrete, exposed earth, light and 
sound). It was installed in the 
Yiribana Gallery at the AGNSW, as 
a part of the Biennale of Sydney 
2011. This image was photographed 
by Ben Symons, 2012.  
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assisted by the removal of Australian Aboriginals from their lands and the increased 

legislation imposed on Aboriginal people and the poor and destitute, would assist in 

transforming the Domain and Botanic Gardens, into a space for the elite of Sydney. It is 

through trade and the influence of the Agricultural Society of New South Wales that the 

first major international exhibition is held in NSW in 1879. It resulted in the Garden 

Palace and it is here that we see the interest in active education and civilising of the 

lower classes promoted through the advocacy for an art gallery and public library.   

By investigating known cultural histories of the Cadigal people on the site of the 

AGNSW and the gradual transformation of the region into a colonial space, it is easy to 

see how Australian Aboriginal representations become written out. A common view of 

Australia is that, in comparison to Europe, Australia does not have a culture, or at least 

one that is visually present in the everyday like that of England, France or Italy. 

Through different land management practices and belief systems, Aboriginal culture 

was almost invisible to many of the early Europeans.  The fact remains that culture is 

often claimed by Aboriginal people to be alive and well, if not altered in practice over 

time. 

The transformation of the space surrounding the current AGNSW was based on colonial 

architecture and landscaping. It was common practice for all estates in England to have 

substantial grounds surrounding castles and manors. These grounds were known as 

Domains to the estates and provided private places for the occupants. In the earliest 

period of invasion and colonisation the Governor’s House was surrounded by several 

acres and included a flour mill, farm and stables. The original house was on Phillip 

Street. Though the house in question today is now known as Government House, it is 

important to distinguish it as the house of the Governor. The Domain in this study 

stretches from Albert Street, St Mary’s Cathedral, down to Woccanmagully (Farm 

Cove). It encircles the Governor’s House with Macquarie Street to the West and the 
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AGNSW to the East. The Botanic Gardens are within the Domain though today the 

Domain appears to be thought of as a separate space between the Mitchell Library and 

the AGNSW. 

The paths and roads through the Domain were constructed in 1831 to assist public 

access, and since that time, the Domain has acted as a ‘mustering point’ for the 

Federation March in 1901.  It was a point of departure for soldiers leaving for war and 

at other times it has acted as a speakers’ corner for protests and public expression. The 

first cricket game held in the Domain was highly criticised, but since then the space has 

also been used, annually, for sporting and cultural events. It provided a location for the 

Trop-Fest, a short-film festival, as well as hosting visits by the Honorary Dali Lama and 

free concerts by the Sydney Symphony Orchestra. One of the Royal Botanic Gardens 

and Domain Trust information posts just near the AGNSW shows a map of the original 

Domain in 1816.  It highlights the loss of space due to excavation for the Cahill 

Expressway in 1958 and notes that the trust was taking a strong stand against proposals 

for further encroachments on the Domain.  

On the Western boundary of the Domain sits the Mitchell Library overlooking the 

Botanical Gardens. The Conservatorium of Music is housed in what was the horse 

stable of the Governor’s House, and closer to Warrun the iconic Sydney Opera House 

which stands on what is known as Bennelong’s Point or Dubbagullee, down the road 

from St Mary’s Cathedral and not far from the Australian Museum. All those buildings 

are of cultural significant in Sydney and are all located on or near culturally significant 

ceremonial grounds to the Cadigal people, who continue to use these sites today.  
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  Figure 1.2  

This story really starts in Warrun. When Captain Arthur Phillip first landed in Warrun 

(pronounced war - run, also known as Sydney Cove or Circular Quay) he believed it to 

be the perfect location to drop anchor. Both Warrun and Woccanmagully (pronounced 

woggan - ma - gule/Farm Cove) were small coves that had little sandy beaches and a 

population of tall trees. They also had freshwater streams that ran down into the coves, 

and while the stream at Woccanmagully is today more of a pond cut off by a man-made 

wall and footpath, the water continues to make its way into the cove.  

 

  Figure 1.3  

 

The other stream, commonly known as the Tank Stream, continues to run under the 

skyscrapers and concrete into the harbour. These streams were the life-line for any sort 

of survival for both Australian Aboriginal and Europeans residing there. At the head of 

Figure 1.2 is of Warrun, also 
known as Circular Quay and 
Sydney Cove. This image was 
photographed by Vanessa Russ, 
2012. 

Figure 1.3 shows 
Woccanmagully in the Botanic 
Gardens. It is also the site of the 
Yoo-lahng ceremonial grounds. 
Though it is difficult to see in 
this image, the mid-ground may 
have been a part of the beach. 
Image was photographed by 
Vanessa Russ, 2012.  
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Woccanmagully was a ‘bora’ ceremonial ground called Yoo-lahng, where major 

ceremonies like the Dog Dance and the Kangaroo Dance were performed to ‘impart the 

young men the power over the hunting dogs and the power to kill the kangaroo’ (Royal 

“Information Panel”).  

It has been estimated that seven clans lived around ‘coastal Sydney’.  Speaking a 

common language, they are still known as the Eora today. The name ‘Eora’ means 

‘people’ or ‘of this place’ (Royal “Information Panel”). Yet in this small area of 

Sydney, in relation to the Domain and Botanic Gardens, was the Cadigal clan of 

somewhere between 50 and 80 people. Cadi country stretches from Watson’s Bay down 

to Warrun and includes the Domain and Botanic Gardens. While the map, figure 1.4, 

demonstrates that Mrs Macquaries Point is actually Yurong, some local Eora suggest 

that Yurong runs up to the AGNSW and across to the Botanic Gardens, though this 

needs more research.  
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Figure 1.4 

Mud Map over Royal Botanic Gardens Trust map of the early coastline around the 

Botanic Gardens and Circular Quay. 

 



24 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

Figure 1.4 is a mud map drawn over a map by the Royal Botanic Gardens Trust 

depicting the original waterways and beaches in Sydney town, with the buildings and 

some of the roads and paths that would be built over time. This study has not identified 

any maps that include the original buildings of the Garden Palace and Fine Arts 

Annexe, along with current maps of the Domain and Botanic Gardens. The depiction of 

the Garden Palace comes from the last page of C. Fieldings Companion for the Sydney 

International 1879. The idea of combining maps was to give the sense of place as 

changes were made to it over a long period of time. 

The importance of considering place is in its potential to expand the perspectives of art 

history. Lucy Lippard writes in Lure of the Local: Sense of Place in a Multicentered 

Societies, that sense of place can expand both the idea of art history and the nation-state 

(10). Lippard argues that everyone has the ability to appreciate a sense of place within 

the spaces that are most familiar to us. Place means more than a small town; it can also 

mean urban and industrialised places. Although places may have formed differently, 

that is, the same place might have more than one history, they become plural spaces 

with art becoming a result of cross-cultural communities. Lippard says that history can 

often be ‘described as a fiction written by the conquerors’ while other histories stay 

‘hidden, sometimes literally buried’ (13). Yet we study history as great waves that pass 

over the land changing how we use and think of it (Lippard 13). Apart from elements of 

nostalgia and longing we rarely see it as our story. But the fact is that history of place 

goes right up to yesterday (Lippard 13).  

The other factor that shapes the history of place is often the idea of community. Before 

English contact with Australian Aboriginals; Eora people existed in complex 

communities that were living off the land and sea in ways that might be considered 

today as sustainable to the environment. When Europeans landed in 1788 Eora systems 

were maintained and continued. The Eora remained aloof to the goings on of the white 
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men for as long as possible, perhaps in the hope that they would not stay for long. These 

communities would be forced to change over time, as land was claimed and the Eora 

came into contact with these new people who had come to their country. Lippard writes: 

A peopled place is not always a community, but regardless of the bonds formed 

with it, or not, a common history is being lived out. Like the places they inhabit, 

communities are bumpily layered and mixed, exposing hybrid stories that cannot 

be seen in a linear fashion, aside from those ‘preserved’ examples which usually 

stereotype and oversimplify the past. (Lippard 24) 

Over time the Governor’s Domain would be reshaped to fit into an English definition of 

culture, all the while retaining the bones of Eora people, the shell middens and the 

ceremonial history. 

Any history of Australia is in effect an accumulation of evidence with a sprinkling of 

speculation surrounding its meaning and on occasion that evidence is turned into fact. 

There is evidence that Australian Aboriginals lived in this land for over 60 000 years 

before British colonisation, with complex lore under social structures that supported 

survival in the most diverse of conditions. The number of groups or clans of people that 

traversed this continent, often counted as individual language groups, numbered over 

574 on the original estimates, with 66 groups alone in NSW (Fraser and Atkins 8). 

Believed to have moved their way into the various pockets of the country from Africa or 

India via Indonesia, they lived and died within the boundaries, sites and locations of 

their ancestors, following the guidelines that had been set in stone for centuries.  

Evidence of the Cadi people living around the shores of Warrun or in Yurong have been 

identified in a number of shell middens in Woolloomooloo Bay just next door. 

Unfortunately, the beaches in both Warrun and Woccanmagully were destroyed before 

scientists could access them. In The Colony: a History of Early Sydney, Grace Karskens 
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writes that within the Sydney Region there exists an estimated 10 000 artworks, carved 

or painted on stone. There also exist rock shelters, stoneworking sites, carved trees and 

burial sites that often go unrecognised. The intact names of suburbs like Coogee, 

Maroubra or Bondi (originally Boondi) suggest that post-contact there was a gradual 

transformation of the spaces within the Sydney region. However, either through 

recognition of Australian Aboriginal ownership or sheer repetitive use, places like 

Parramatta or Turramurra have maintained their original names (Karskens 32-33). 

The naming of place was also how pre-contact Australians acquired their clan names. 

For example, Karskens identifies ‘Kamaygal’ and ‘Gweagal’ as south and north Botany 

Bay respectively. The Cadigal (also spelt Gadigal) might also be interpreted as the 

people of Cadi (Slockie “Message to Vanessa Russ”). This early contact clan would all 

have been highly affected by the smallpox plague in 1789. Over time with the shifting 

of Aboriginal families to reserves, with the large number of deaths due to disease and 

with the relocation of groups within Sydney town, Australian Aboriginals in Sydney 

would become known as a new Sydney tribe, but more generally as the Eora.  

Karskens’s research also suggests that work being done by ethnologists and 

anthropologists in the region to put together the life and society of these groups suggest 

that they were not truly nomadic but moved within a limited and deeply known 

territory. They shared ‘highly complex marriage, kinship, moral and legal systems 

which were inseparable from land. They had successfully populated the entire continent, 

even the most arid and difficult places, and their “industries” and land management had 

probably reshaped every part of Australia’ (Karskens 36). 

So the culture, community and places that were to become British spaces were probably 

occupied by a clan at some point who moved across the land, gave birth to their 

children, taught them culture, watched them marry, and  eventually died, returning in a 
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spiritual sense to the land within the many cycles of time. These notions are a part of 

ongoing art practices throughout Australian Aboriginal art; they give us the possibility 

of what this sense of place meant to those prior to the first white man. But it is clear that 

we may never really know what those times were like.  

When the British first set out to explore the southern land, they did so, on their return to 

England after viewing the passing of Venus between the Sun and Earth in Tahiti. 

Captain James Cook arrived on board the Endeavour at Botany Bay in April 1770. He 

was met by two armed Eora warriors that remain nameless but immortalised through 

this contact. They were sent to meet these strangers with a ‘show of warning and 

strength’, James Cook noted that ‘Their countenance bespoke displeasure; they 

threatened us and discovered hostile intentions, often crying to us warra warra wai’ 

(Karskens 34-35). When finally ashore Cook was met with spears, he ordered that the 

muskets be fired at the warriors which wounded one of the men. Cook notes that the 

Eora men were ‘frantic and furious’ and that they could hear ‘horrid howl’ coming from 

the women and children (Karskens 34-35). The British picked up the spears and left a 

pile of nails before returning to their boat. That ended the attempt to make contact with 

Cook writing ‘all they seemed to want was for us to be gone’ (Karskens 36). 

James Cook and Joseph Banks spent a week assessing the coastline and collecting fresh 

water for their return journey. According to Karskens, they had to ascertain if this 

southern land was occupied and what the nature of such occupation might be.  This was 

critical to British plans for future trade and to see if this land could be settled ‘legally’ in 

this ‘new world’, Grace Karskens writes: 

If the preliminary annexation of new territory was to be permanent, then the flags, 

stone cairns, blazed trees and footprints that Europeans customarily left as their 

marks on ‘savage shores’ had to be followed by settlement. Annexation involved 
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appropriate negotiations with indigenous peoples - persuasion and purchase - but 

only if they were deemed to own the land. For the English, ownership - the right 

to land - was not the same as mere occupation, and so arose the strange double-

take of an empty land which was clearly peopled. Leaving aside for the moment 

the absurdity of ‘legal’ invasions and land seizures, the litmus-test questions were 

these: did these people reside in one place? Had they earned a right to the land by 

exploiting nature? Did they cultivate the earth, and make it theirs by mixing their 

labour with it? Did they build houses and other substantial buildings? Had they 

developed complex social hierarchies and political organisations? (Karskens 34) 

Finally, both Cook and Banks resolved that the number of people on the east coast were 

few and that they possessed no ‘political’ or ‘social’ organisation beyond the family and 

that they didn’t stay in one place but wandered ‘like Arabs from place to 

place’(Karskens 34-36). They surmised that the interior of the continent would be 

completely empty of people. Karskens writes that Cook and Banks identified that ‘their 

houses showed neither art nor industry, their tools and weapons were crude and they 

were naked, even the women’ (Karskens 35-36). The one thing they did know was that 

the local people burnt the country but it was not to clear the land for ‘agriculture’ 

(Karskens 35-36). New South Wales was to be judged as ‘in the pure State of Nature, 

the Industries of Man had nothing to do with any part of it’ (Karskens 35-36). This led 

to the belief that the British were the first ‘legitimate’ claimants it allowed them to 

claim that Australia was terra nullius or void of people. There was no ‘legal obligations 

to compensate Aboriginal people or convince them to cede sovereignty’ (Karskens 35-

36). What becomes evident here is an issue of true factual records. In “The Historical 

Record”, Peter Bayne writes that: 

It is clear that the Crown authorities never regarded the lands in Australia as in 

fact empty of the people. The presence of Aboriginal people was acknowledged in 



29 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

instructions given to Captain Cook prior to his voyage to find the lands, and to 

Captain Arthur Phillip prior to his voyage to take possession of it in the name of 

the crown. (Bayne 116)  

This would suggest that rather than coming to “explore” the southern continent, Captain 

Cook had set out with a clear purpose. The truth, however, has been written out of 

Australian history. 

The Aboriginal Australians were hunters and gatherers, they herded pelicans and 

harvested reeds to promote future crops to build baskets and fish nets. The comparative 

nature of European opinion of the day appears to have denied any opportunity to 

appreciate such differences. The ongoing national discourse continues to suggest that 

Australia was a ‘settled’ nation and Aboriginals were a problem needing to be solved. 

The way Australian history is taught does not acknowledge that Australia was in fact a 

populated territory that was fought and lost due to the power of the gun and that 

Australian Aboriginals are not one single nation, but a series of hundreds of groups of 

people forming many nations. Their weakness was in that they had never had to work 

together to defeat an enemy. The British on the other hand, had unified itself, England, 

Scotland and Ireland joined forces and were gradually digesting islands and continents 

across the globe, surpassing the Dutch and eventually the French, for world dominance.  

It was nearly eighteen years before the British returned a fleet of ships to the continents 

shores on the 18 January 1788. Karskens writes, ‘the Sydney region was not suddenly 

transformed into white space’ (Karskens 33). Governor Arthur Phillip must have been 

surprised at the number of Australians he would have encountered at this time. Marcia 

Langton writes that this trip was ‘planned meticulously in London’ (Langton 7). 

Arriving with all eleven ships intact, Phillip had more than 1300 people, men, women 

and children in his command; more than half were convicts. At this time the new 
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visitors considered themselves as European and the Aboriginals as Australian, a 

distinction that would shift once the Europeans began to have children of their own in 

Australia. 

Unlike Cook, Phillip approached the natives unarmed and with gifts of mirrors and 

beads. He had decided that he would ‘cultivate good relations’ with them and his 

instructions were to ‘open an intercourse with them’ and to ‘live in amity and kindness’ 

(Karskens 49). Those who harmed the Eora or interfered with their ‘several 

occupations’ would be punished (Karskens 49). These exchanges were essential to 

‘opening up communication with unknown indigenous peoples, and making landing 

secure and safe’ (Karskens 49). In “They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace” Langton 

writes: 

At first, friendships developed among Phillip’s contingent and the local people, 

and although the new arrivals were caught up in the imperial mission of conquest, 

their naval journals and letters reveal their encounters with the people of this new 

land, among them leaders, diplomats, warriors and beautiful women, such as 

Bennelong, Patyagarang, Pemulwuy and Windradyne’. (Langton “They Made a 

Solitude and Called it Peace”, 8) 

Langton writes that the British were ‘not limited by the crude dichotomy of noble 

savage and brute, they were genuinely curious about the Eora, and they hoped the 

narratives they were living and writing about would have the happy ending of a peaceful 

co-existence’(Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 8). They wanted to 

understand as much as they could, and they wrote endlessly about the Eora for equally 

eager audiences back home. Over the first weeks, and then during the exploratory 

journeys to Broken Bay, they described many scenes of frolicking and fun, games, 

laughter, jokes and ‘dancing with strangers’ on those beaches (Karskens 49). The early 
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encounters were considered a ‘hiatus of cross-cultural discovery’ (Karskens 50). There 

would be ‘racist terror’ but it would not be in Governor Phillip’s time. 

It was this second voyage that brought home to the British officers that there was more 

than one group or clan of people living in the Sydney Region. They began to see the 

differences in appearance and dress between those in Botany Bay, for example, who 

‘gummed their hair’ so that it looked to the Europeans ‘like the thrums of a mop’, while 

other groups had ‘wavy, matted hair’. Those on the coast ‘decorated their hair with the 

teeth of animals’, while those inland ‘glued in the tails of several small animals’ 

(Karskens 37). The inland groups were not well recorded and when small pox swept 

through the Sydney region in 1789, some of those groups died out before Europeans 

could encounter them (Karskens 41). 

As Langton writes:  

If the first night of the arrival of the British was alarming, on the next day the 

Gadigal and Wangal people would have been shocked by ‘the rude sound of the 

labourer’s axe’ as convicts and troops chopped down trees and pitched tents on 

the shores of a large cove near Bennelong’s estate. David Collins ‘description of 

the events of this day refers to the ‘downfall’ of its ancient inhabitants’ and the 

‘busy hum of its new possessors’. His confident words, written ex post facto, give 

no hint of the complications that entangled them during the next few years in local 

politics and, eventually, violent conflicts with the neighbours of Bennelong’s 

people, which escalated into open warfare across three frontiers. (Langton “They 

Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 8 - 9) 

Underlying the early wonder within the writings of the officers on the first fleet and 

underlying all the ‘charming, light-filled surface, the humorous and poignant stories was 

the inevitable takeover of land’ (Karskens 51-52). Karskens went on to say that the 
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‘perplexing thing is that they hoped the Eora would not see them as enemies or invaders 

of their country and tranquillity’ (Karskens 52). 

By Sunday 27 January 1788 the soldiers and convicts had cut down what they could and 

had erected a battalion of tents that took on the appearance of a military camp, overseen 

by Phillip, who became the Governor of the settlement. Phillip sent out boats to scour 

for food as this was to be the biggest challenge they would face. Unexpectedly they 

returned with a large supply of fish (Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it 

Peace”, 9). The expected supply ships did not arrive and food had to be rationed. Up till 

this time there had been little contact with the Eora who could have assisted them in 

understanding the environment and any potential enemies. They eventually captured an 

Eora man called Arabanoo, whom they hoped could work as a liaison. In April 1789 

countless numbers of Australian Aboriginals had encountered the smallpox and lacking 

the immunity that the British had, they would soon succumb to illness and death. The 

Native American the British had brought with them also died from smallpox. This led to 

suggestions that the British had knowingly brought the smallpox in with blankets, but 

the evidence is unclear. Arabanoo was released after seeing numbers of his own family 

floating in the waters around the harbour, but he also died soon after (Langton “They 

Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 9). 

On 25 November Phillip sent the troops out to capture another native. This time they 

returned with Bennelong and Colbee, both showing scars from the plague, which they 

seemed to have survived. Colbee would later escape, leaving Bennelong behind. They 

focused on Bennelong, who might have felt according to Watkin Tench ‘satisfaction in 

this new state’ (Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 15-16). Langton 

writes that Phillip became ‘fond of Bennelong’s company and trusted him’ (Langton 

“They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 15-16).  Yet, despite the attention he gave 

Bennelong, it was difficult to gain information about the people or the geography of the 
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place. However, the fear of starvation meant that they would take a chance in getting to 

know the Eora. 

Bennelong would soon escape.  When on expedition to the north side of the harbour, 

Phillip was speared in the shoulder by one of a group of men, one of whom was 

Bennelong. Annoyed that Bennelong had not attempted to stop the man who threw the 

spear, Phillip made plans to invite Bennelong to the Governor’s House once he returned 

to health. The invitation was an offering of peace by Phillip in exchange for the Eora 

being allowed to come to Governor’s House to access food, blankets and hatchets if 

they ended their resistance. As part of these negotiations, Bennelong requested a brick 

house for himself. It was built at Bennelong’s Point, now the location of the Sydney 

Opera House. It was there that the Arthur Phillip, David Collins and William Bradley 

along with Captain John Hunter viewed a ‘carribberie’ (corroboree) (Langton “They 

Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 19-20). Hunter had watched the young women as 

they ‘employed with all their art in painting the young men’(Karskens 390), striking 

designs which glowed luminous in the firelight ash they danced to the clapsticks and the 

songs with ‘regularity & good order in them, so much that if any of the fires were in 

their way they danced through them’. Afterwards they all agreed it was a ‘boojery 

Caribberie (a good dance)’ (Karskens 390). 

 

 Figure 1.5  

Figure 1.5 is an example of what a 
Cadi shelter might have looked 
like. This image was 
photographed by Vanessa Russ in 
the Botanic Gardens, Sydney, 
2012.  
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William Bradley, who had returned from Norfolk Islands in February 1790, noted that 

the ‘Natives had lately become familiar; several of them staying chiefly in the Camp & 

at the Governors’ (Karskens 388). In a picture of Governor’s House by Bradley in 1791, 

he included two stick figures of an Eora and British man shaking hands. Karskens 

writes that it was the first depiction of the Eora in the town, and from this point onwards 

Australian Aboriginal people were being included ‘not only as exotic “pictorial 

embellishments”, but because they were there’ (Karskens 388). Karskens writes ‘new 

places, people and events were being incorporated into Eora cultural and knowledge 

traditions, so gaining legitimacy and acceptance’ (Karskens 390). 

Langton writes that ‘more threatening to the safety of the proposed colony was the risk 

of his men satiating their physical appetites with local women on these strange shores, 

because of the revenge that might be exacted by the men of their society’ (Langton 

“They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 25). Phillip was concerned about these 

liaisons but had little control (Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 25). 

On the night of December 1790 at the Georges River the Bediagal leader, Pemulwuy, 

speared convict and gamekeeper to Governor Phillip, John McEntire. Langton writes it 

was suspected that McEntire had invited the revenge attack by raping one or perhaps 

more of the local women (Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 25) He 

died ten days later and Phillips was enraged. Karskens writes that McEntire was 

probably the most knowledgeable on the country, culture and communities of the Eora, 

and was known to speak the language (Karskens 390). Phillip wanted revenge and sent 

Tench and Dawes to Botany Bay with orders for Pemulwuy’s head; though they 

returned empty handed. Langton suggests this might have been the motivation behind a 

proposed tour of Bennelong and Yemmerrawanne to London with Phillip, who had 

resigned as Governor in 1792. Langton writes: 
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He was their trophy. Bennelong was the ultimate trophy to prove that they’d 

created a colony, had befriended the natives and brought a native back to court, 

and to exhibit Bennelong in the same way that the returning Roman soldiers 

exhibited lions and tigers and elephants and golden trinkets. (Langton “They 

Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 26) 

The search for Pemulwuy continued and, unlike Bennelong, Pemulwuy had no real wish 

to ‘find an accommodation with the British’ who in turn regarded him as ‘a riotous and 

troublesome savage’ (Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 29-30). The 

colonists had now begun to cut and clear the forest to make way for farms, narrowly 

missing starvation, but their actions removed the Gandangarra and inland Darug from 

their land. Both groups thus set about raiding the farms when it was safe enough to do 

so. Pemulwuy managed to survive several attacks and in time had burnt farm houses 

and crops to the ground. Langton writes that finally Pemulwuy was captured after 

‘receiving seven bullet wounds to his head and body’ (Langton “They Made a Solitude 

and Called it Peace”, 33). But again he escaped with the ‘irons’ still on his legs. Finally 

he was killed in 1802 by Henry Hacking, ‘a seaman, explorer and robber, and, like so 

many others in the colony, a drunkard’ (Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it 

Peace”, 33). Pemulwuy was beheaded and his head sent to Sir Joseph Banks in London; 

but this did not stop the hostilities (Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it 

Peace”, 33). These historical events demonstrate to some extent a cultural subjectivity 

that when captured in texts forged the national psyche.  

In 1795 Bennelong had returned from London and was ‘delirious with joy’ but Langton 

writes that ‘his life was shortened by alcoholic excess and violent revenge ordeals’ 

(Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 26-29). He died in 1813 and was 

buried with one of his wives in a grave in James Squire’s orchard at Kissing Point 

(Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 26-29). 
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Figure 1.6 

The house that had been built for Bennelong, as a peace offering by Governor Phillip, 

had been abandoned by his people and after a time Spanish officers made it home. 

When the Governor’s signal column at South Head needed restoring, they used the 

bricks from Bennelong’s house to repair it. The Eora by this time had been living in the 

eastern part of the Domain, more than likely where the AGNSW stands today. They 

were also some living at the Rocks and Cockle Bay in Darling Harbour as well as the 

Brickfields to the south of the town and Kirribilli on the North Shore, and this continued 

until around the 1830s (Karskens 424). 

Judge Barron Field who lived at the north end of the Rocks in the 1820s, quotes 

Karskens, ‘despaired of “civilising” the Aboriginal people’ (Karskens 432), Field wrote: 

They bear themselves erect, and address you with confidence, always in good 

humour, and often with grace. They are not common beggars, although they 

accept our carnal things in return for fish and oysters, which are almost all we 

have left them for their support. They are...the carriers of news and fish; the 

gossips of the town; the loungers on the quay. They know everybody; and 

understand the nature of everybody’s business, although they have none of their 

own- but this...They have bowing acquaintances with everybody, and scatter their 

How-d’ye-do’s with an air of friendliness and equality, and with a perfect English 

Figure 1.6 is an image of 
Dubbagullee, also known 
as Bennelong’s Point and 
the home of the Sydney 
Opera House. Image was 
photographed by Vanessa 
Russ, 2012. 
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accent, undebased by the Massa’s and Missies and me-nos of West Indian 

Slavery. (Karskens 432) 

In order to integrate the Eora into the town and to get them to be useful, the British had 

to make agreements with them, for they were not prepared to work for free. New 

visitors to the Sydney colony, Karskens writes, ‘often wanted artefacts and botanical 

and geological specimens, and aboriginal people obliged - for a price’ (Karskens 435-

436). Karskens speculates that the Eora had been making ‘second-rate artefacts’ for the 

tourist trade for some years. But they would often work keenly for a supply of rum 

(Karskens 435-436). Drinking wasn’t just an issue for the Eora; it was an issue for many 

in the colony. The civilising of the colony and the elitism that would begin to make 

squatters the new gentry would see the Eora at the bottom of the social structure. It was 

Governor Lachlan Macquarie, along with his wife, who was very interested in civilising 

the natives. In 1816 Macquarie proclaimed a banning of traditional lore by the Eora that 

had involved ‘payback’ and ‘contests’ in the region, Karskens writes: 

The practice of assembling in large Bodies armed, fighting and attacking on Plea 

of inflicting Punishment on Transgressors of their Customs and Manners, at or 

near Sydney and other principle Towns and Settlements...wholly abolished as a 

barbarous Custom, repugnant to British Laws, strongly militates against the 

civilisation of the natives. (Karskens 445) 

Macquarie and his wife also started the first institution for the assimilation of the Eora 

in which younger members would be taught how to dress and how to fit into British 

society and he placed regulations on those who would be allowed access to the area of 

the Domain and Botanic Gardens, creating a specific space for a particular class of 

people.  
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The history of the Domain and Botanic Gardens starts with the first Governor’s House 

located where the Museum of Sydney is currently, (corner of Phillip and Bridge Street 

in the city). To the east was a reserved amount of land for Governor Phillip’s particular 

use. By February 1788 when supply ships failed to arrive, with subsequent food 

shortages, an area of 3.6 hectares was cleared for farming. Phillip’s private servant, 

Henry Edward Dodd, was set to work but immediately met with difficulty from the 

trees, which proved hard to chop down, and the soil in need of nutrients (Royal “Our 

History: History of Botanical Gardens”). This simple need for food and designation of 

land would begin the transformation of place. Inundated with rats and with planting out 

of season, the first crop in July 1788, failed. Dodd moved the farm to Parramatta where 

the soil was much more suitable and rather than waste all the work that had been done 

on the farm it was transformed into the Botanic Gardens that we see today.  

All the while the Eora continued to maintain active use of the ceremonial grounds near 

Woccanmagully on Yurong, the Botanic Gardens around to Mrs Macquaries Chair. By 

1795 Judge Advocate David Collins recorded the Man Making Ceremony. Collins 

wrote: 

Between the ages of eight and sixteen...the males receive the qualifications which 

are given to them by losing one of the front teeth.  

On the 25 of January 1795 we found that the natives were assembling in numbers 

for the purpose of performing this ceremony. Several youths well known among 

us, never having submitted to the operation, were now to be made men. Pe-mul-

wy, and many strangers, came in. It was not until the 2 of February that the party 

was complete. In the evening of that day the people from Cam-mer-ray arrived, 

among whom were those who were to perform the operation, all of whom 

appeared to have been to have been impatiently expected by the other natives. The 



39 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

place selected for this extraordinary exhibition was at the head of Farm Cove, 

where a space had been for some days prepared by clearing it of grass, stumps, 

etc.; it was of an oval figure, the dimensions of it 27 feet by 18, and was named 

Yoo-lahng. (Langton “They Made a Solitude and Called it Peace”, 22) 

By 1800, birds that had been common to the area near Hyde Park such as ‘emu, magpie, 

goose and brolga’ had gone from the swamps and forests at the head of the tank stream. 

The Botanic Gardens information signs noted that the Cabbage Tree Palms were the 

first plants to completely disappear from the area, useful as building materials and food 

for the Europeans (Royal “Information Panels”). So common evidence for what might 

demonstrate an Indigenous place in current readings of Australia were really reduced. 

Yet there is an interesting correlation between the cultural events of the Eora, observed 

by the early colonists and the later debate to transform the area into a cultural precinct, 

ending with the Sydney Opera House and the AGNSW. 

Over time the Botanic Gardens and the Domain would be altered. By 1807 Governor 

William Bligh set about removing all the buildings and any farm animals in an attempt 

to reclaim the Domain. By 1810 Governor Lachlan Macquarie had established Hyde 

Park as a place to take recreation and made the Domain of the new Governor’s House or 

Government House as a private parkland based on the colonial planning of the day, 

adding walls for privacy, with entry restricted to ‘the respectable class of inhabitants’ of 

Sydney Town (Royal “Our History: History of Botanical Gardens”). 

The cultural events of the past must have remained in the minds of the colonists. In 

1812, for Governor Macquarie’s birthday ball at Government House, artist John Lewin 

had been commissioned to paint a work on transparent silk. The subject matter was a 

corroboree; Lewin followed up with a painting 4.6 m x 5.5 m of the same subject (Eagle 
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and Jones 2). Governor Macquarie and his wife were keen to ‘civilise’ not only the 

natives but the whole town of Sydney. 

 

 Figure 1.7  

The regulations that Macquarie created for the Domain included no grazing, no removal 

of rocks and no boat landings. Macquarie completed a road system through the Domain 

that was named after his wife and was finished in 1816. This did not allow public access 

(Royal “Our History: History of Botanical Gardens”). In the timeline for the Royal 

Botanic Gardens and Domain Trust posted on the web site, it was noted that the official 

opening of the Botanic Gardens was in June 1816. Three weeks after the opening 

‘Macquarie reminded people to keep out, with punishments “inflicted on some idle and 

profligate persons” but, he said, the orders were not meant to extend to prohibiting the 

respectable class of inhabitants from using the area’ (Royal “Our History: History of 

Botanical Gardens”).  

  Figure 1.8  

 

 

Figure 1.7 is an image from the 
Domain looking across to 
Woolloomooloo Bay and Sydney 
Heads. The image was 
photographed by Fred Hardie, 
1892-1893 and was sourced 
from the State Library of New 
South Wales. 

Figure 1.8 shows the original wall 
built in the early 1800s by Lachlan 
Macquarie, when he was Governor 
of the colony. The wall was built to 
restrict access to undesirables from 
the gardens. Just on the other side of 
the wall is a Cadi ceremonial 
ground. This image was 
photographed by Vanessa Russ, 
2012. 
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On 13 September 1831 the Domain was opened for carriages, and effectively opened to 

the general public. When Charles Moore became director of the Botanic Gardens in 

1848 he would remain in that position for some forty-eight years. He introduced further 

regulations to keep out ‘all persons of reputed bad character...persons who are not 

cleanly and decently dressed...and all young person’s not accompanied by some 

respectable adult’ (Royal “Our History: History of Botanical Gardens”).  

By January 1857 the first game of cricket held in New South Wales was played in the 

Domain in which NSW beat Victoria for the second time. The space had been fenced 

off for the match and caused upset, with a government enquiry held in 1861 with the 

‘conflict between use of space for cricket and use for military manoeuvres’ being raised 

(Royal “Our History: History of Botanical Gardens”). Mind you cattle did come back 

into the Domain at one point to keep the grass down.  

The Governors did not have it all their way however. In The Macquarie Encyclopaedia 

of Australian Events: Events that Shaped the History of Australia, Bryce Fraser and 

Ann Atkins write that Governor Macquarie came to be in Sydney after John Macarthur 

an ex-Corps landowner was caught up in a corruption racket over rum. Governor 

William Bligh who worked against the Rum Corps would have Macarthur arrested in 

1807 (Fraser and Atkins, 67). However, with support from allies Macarthur persuaded 

the NSW Corps commander ‘Maj Johnson’ to arrest Bligh; Fraser and Atkins write that 

Johnson reported Bligh ‘as unfit to rule the colony’(Fraser and Atkins, 67). While 

Johnson became Lt-Governor, the power remained with Macarthur. Each time thereafter 

a free-settler found his affairs being questioned by the Governor of the day, they would 

respond in a similar fashion. In 1810 a legitimate government was installed with 

Governor Lachlan Macquarie. But Fraser and Atkins write that ‘Macquarie was able to 

institute reforms, but his championing of emancipists threatened the interests of wealthy 

free settlers’ (Fraser and Atkins, 67). In 1819 a commissioner J. T. Bigge arrived in 
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Sydney to investigate Macquarie. His report was critical to Macquarie’s departure two 

years later. On both occasions the Governor of the day was forced to leave due to these 

free-settlers. The financial gains made by free-settlers would in no way be jeopardised 

after this period and eventually they would seek for self-governance of the colony 

(Fraser and Atkins, 67). 

Examples of free-settlers were the pastoralists who between 1820 and 1840 had taken 

up land in NSW. They enjoyed great prosperity and wealth to the point of achieving 

gentry’ status, they were the fathers of the new Australia-born men. While mining did 

play a role in building a nation later on, pastoralists were the adventurous explorers who 

opened up inland Australia in search for better grazing land. In “Life on the Frontier”, 

Alan Frost writes that this progress was reflected in the status of their homesteads, the 

way they moved between pastoral runs and the cities on the coast and in the way they 

educated their children (Frost “Life on the Frontier”, 123). When English historian J.A. 

Froude toured the Australian colonies in the mid 1880s, he wrote of his visit to 

Ericldoun in the Western District of Victoria: 

[We arrived] at the door of what might have been an ancient Scotch manor house, 

solidly built of rough-hewn granite, the walls overrun with ivy, climbing roses, 

and other multitudinous creepers, which formed a border to the diamond-panel, 

old-fashioned windows. On the north side was a clean-mown and carefully 

watered lawn, with tennis-ground and croquet-ground, flower-beds bright with 

scarlet geraniums, heliotropes, verbenas, fuchsias - we had arrived, in fact at an 

English aristocrats country house reproduced in another hemisphere, and shone 

upon at night by other constellations. Inside, the illusion was even more complete. 

The estate belonged to a millionaire who resided in England. Ericldoun so the 

place was called, was occupied by his friends. We found a high-bred English 

Family - English in everything except that they were Australian-born, and 
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cultivated perhaps above the English average - bright young ladies, well, but not 

over - dressed, their tall handsome brother; our host, their father, polite, gracious, 

dignified; our hostess with the east of a grand dame. [...] Good pictures hung 

round the rooms. Books, reviews, newspapers - all English - and ‘the latest 

publications’ were strewed about the tables. (Frost “Life on the Frontier”, 123) 

The wealth they acquired and for a small minority the wealth they arrived with from 

England, allowed them to occupy public office. The men of pastoral families became 

magistrates, members of the colonial parliament and guardians of charity and education. 

It was the wealthy that became the patrons and art society members who formed the 

gallery collection and trustees. They drove national politics and established a new 

national identity. 

The effects on the Australian Aboriginals from this gradual takeover of land would be 

devastating. The more tracks of land taken up, the more Australian Aboriginals were 

dispossessed, and the more pressure was placed on the settlers to contain them. In 

“Vagrancy, Indolence and Ignorance: Race, Class and the Idea of Civilisation in the Era 

of Aboriginal ‘Protection, Port Phillip 1835 - 49”, Christina Twomey writes that the 

ideas for best practice in safeguarding and administrating Australian Aboriginals was, 

and she quotes Tim Rowse, ‘based upon a ‘field of knowledges and folklores’ about the 

‘logics of Aboriginal action’’ (Twomey 93). Twomey writes that ‘such “logics” derived 

much of their reasoning from pre-Darwinian racial thought. Missionaries and protectors, 

like many of their contemporaries, perceived the Aboriginal people that they 

encountered to be lower down the “scale” of civilisation than themselves’ (Twomey 

93). The idea that for them to have a ‘sedentary lifestyle’, cultivated grounding and to 

embrace ‘Christian religion’ was ‘seen as first but necessary steps...to a more civilised 

state of being’ (Twomey 93). Twomey quotes Paul Carter as having reminded us that 

the ‘great nineteenth-century penchant for the collection of manners, customs and 
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traditions - for naming and counting indigenous people - was a way of making them 

accountable in European terms’ (Twomey 93). Twomey’s research suggests the possible 

reason behind the comparative collection of information were a device binding the 

‘colony’s economic survival’ to ‘land revenue’ based on the government sale of 

Aboriginal land (Twomey 93). 

Twomey argues that it is important to pay attention to the idea of class, because 

‘schemes designed to incorporate Aboriginal people into the white colony community - 

to first safeguard them and then transform their daily lives - drew on the precedent of 

the attempt to assimilate Britain’s working classes to sober and industrious model’ 

(Twomey 94). These schemes devised by the British were first used on the Irish. In a 

broader context, it suggests that colonisation came with the need for the upper classes to 

have control over their land and all their subjects therein, similar to the approach taken 

by a monarch.  

In England during the 1830s the British Parliament regularly investigated the 

‘condition’ of both groups, that of the British working class and the Australian 

Aboriginals; ‘the report of the Select Committee on British Settlements (Aborigines) 

was followed within a year by the findings of the Select Committee on the Education of 

the Poorer Classes’ (Twomey 94). Twomey writes:  

Historians have explored the intersections of class and race, and often their 

symmetries, in both colonial and metropolitan discourse to show how each has 

permeated the other. Scholars such as Thomas Holt and Ann Stoler have insisted 

that metropolitan ideas about class were transformed in the colonies to become 

myriad local and specific variations of the language of race. As Susan Thorne has 

suggested, the ‘language of race in the Empire - as well as at home - was 

‘classed’. This was never more apparent than when ‘protectors of the ‘empire’s 
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‘natives’ came to consider how to improve and civilize their charges. (Twomey 

94) 

The committee’s report was published in June 1837 and it revealed a ‘catalogue of 

horrors’ with regard to the ‘treatment’ and ‘current state’ of the natives (Twomey 94-

95). It recommended that much more be done to ‘protect’ Indigenous groups in British 

colonies, and more particularly to ‘civilize and Christianize’ them (Twomey 95). The 

English it seems were anxious to avoid the bloodshed that occurred in New South 

Wales and Van Diemen’s Land (Twomey 95). The role of the Aboriginal protector was 

not just to reduce the number of atrocities but to have the Australian Aboriginals ‘locate 

themselves in a particular place and then build houses and gardens and whatever else 

could conduce to their civilization and improvement’ (Twomey 96). The idea was that 

labour, ‘in the colonies as in Britain, was posed as the alternative to vagrancy, indolence 

and even crime,’ and the committee determined that it would also work for the 

Australians (Twomey 103). It effectively removed Australian Aboriginals from their 

land and contributed to the death rate through starvation and other forms of punishment. 

Driving the notion of a dying race, assisting in annexation of the continent; all the while 

being somewhat disguised as a policy for civilising people. Such a policy, allowed for 

free access to land without fear of reprisal.  

By the 1840s those in prominent positions in NSW, and other colonies, began to 

negotiate with the British parliament in London, for rights to self-govern the colonies 

from 1842 onwards. They sought according to Fraser and Atkins a ‘partial 

representative government’ in the Constitution Act. It allowed them to make a 

legislative council of 36, with 24 elected and 12 chosen by the Governor, who retained 

wide powers at that point. To gain a seat the members had to show a level of wealth 

either though ‘high property and rent qualifications, and only very wealthy men could 

stand as candidate’ (Fraser and Atkins, 68). By 1849 a report recommending an 
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extension of powers for self-government of Australian colonies encouraged by the gold 

rushes influenced further changes to the colonies. In 1853 a select committee was 

established by W.C. Wentworth under the guidance of the NSW Legislative Council to 

set about framing a new constitution. Fraser and Atkins write that ‘Wentworth now a 

conservative, sought to enshrine in the Upper House the interests of the landed and 

wealthy classes’ (Fraser and Atkins, 68). By 1855 a responsible government was 

established in NSW, on this occasion the electoral boundaries favoured country 

representation (Fraser and Atkins, 68). In 1858 the electoral boundaries would become 

dependent on population, though the government remained representative of the 

wealthy for some time to come.  

The main reason the British went to such great lengths, to settle a colony and dominate 

the local people of Australia, was trade. While early settler history often tells a story of 

England - awash with criminals - in search of a new location in which to send them, 

might be true. The fact that most convicts were aged in their prime, between 21 and 34 

years of age suggests that they were selected with a purpose in mind. It was the 

outbreak of civil war in New York and the loss of that substantial trading post that 

turned their attention to Australia.  

The Dutch and the French had both at one time or another set foot on Australian soil 

and the sense was that they had plans for Australia. The British, therefore, had to gain a 

hold on Australia before the Dutch and French could and they had to generate wealth to 

keep the settlement growing. The gradual development of farming and the creation of a 

hybrid merino sheep that could withstand Australia’s climate, along with mining 

operations, would open up the interior of the country. When Britain dropped tariffs on 

Australian wool they hoped that the colony would soon be able to financially support 

itself.  
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On a world scale, the promotion of trade and marketing of colonies was carried out 

through major trade exhibitions that were taking place during the nineteenth century, 

starting with France and England and followed by the colonies themselves and would 

include the United States of America and Australia. These exhibitions were like trade 

fairs today, often demonstrating the latest farming technology, prized animals, 

conquered colonies, states and territories, and objects and artwork that best represented 

the wealth of these nations. For France and England it was a competition to demonstrate 

their dominance in the world, with one trying to outdo the other.  

 In A Story of Australian Painting, Eagle and Jones write that the: 

British Empire, a long time in the building and widely scattered throughout the 

world, at no stage in its history existed as a sovereign entity. Characteristically, 

the Crown’s control over its diverse colonies was exercised through trade and 

shipping; trade in the form of markets for British manufacturers was the major 

reason for Britain’s expansion and trade determined the fate of the colonies (Eagle 

and Jones, 24-32). 

In Australia the decision to hold an international exhibition was initiated by the Royal 

Agricultural Society of New South Wales. The announcement that an international 

exhibition was to be held in Sydney in 1879 was made to attract people to the town. It 

was made at a time when advocates for permanent buildings to house an art gallery, a 

new public library, a technical college and technological museum had been looking to 

the government for funding.  

In “Designing in Sydney, 1879 -1891: Visions of an Antipodean South Kensington”, 

Kristen Orr writes that Sydney was often being criticised for its ‘narrow, crooked 

streets’ with the pavement in a ‘disgraceful state’ strewn with rubbish inadequate 

sewerage, an uncertain water supply, poor lighting, ‘uncoordinated building designs’, 
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and inadequate public institutions that ‘mark a civilised society’ (Orr 147). The Sydney 

International Exhibition, it was hoped, would offer a new ‘emphasis on the city’, 

fostering civic pride (Orr 147). These trade fair exhibitions held an underlying 

objective. They unwittingly promoted Eurocentric value and meaning on the colonies 

and acted as a reminder to those new Australians of their place on the periphery of the 

Empire.  

Even though many in the government did not think Sydney ready for such an event, the 

idea to host an exhibition presented a national and international opportunity to raise the 

colony’s profile, ‘stimulate trade and investment, educate the population and promote 

cultural advancement...’ (Orr 148). The announcement was made in the Government 

Gazette of February 1878 (Orr 148).  Those who had already been seeking to establish 

cultural institutions like an art gallery and a free library were for the first time given 

some hope. Kristen Orr writes that many of the thirty-six commissioners appointed to 

organise the exhibition shared common interests in education and culture. Many were 

on the boards of the Free Library, the Australian Museum and the various ‘scientific 

societies’ (Orr 148). 

The customary approach of donating to the local collections of overseas exhibitions 

made the trustees of the Australian Museum excited at the prospect of their own 

exhibition. The Australian Museum often sent ‘anthropological artefacts, indigenous 

mineral and timber samples and primary products to International Exhibitions abroad’ 

(Orr 148), either donating or selling them to the host nation after the exhibition. 
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 Figure 1.9  

The building designed to hold the exhibition would eventually be known as the Palace 

Garden or the Garden Palace, and was to be a technical feat. Due to there being such a 

short time for building, it was made out of timber and iron and workers used artificial 

lighting brought from London in order to finish the project in time. It was built on the 

Macquarie Street side of the Botanic Gardens and extended over two acres of the 

Domain. Once built, it was found to lack enough light for the display of art and it was 

feared that its floor and walls would not hold the weight of the works that would be on 

loan from Europe. 

 

 Figure 1.10  

 

 

 

Figure 1.9 shows the Garden 
Palace, built to house the 1879 
Sydney International Exhibition. 
At the time, it was the tallest 
building in Sydney town. This 
image was sourced from the State 
Library of New South Wales.  

Figure 1.10 is an image of the Fine 
Arts Annexe. At the time of this 
research, the etching has not been 
attributed to anyone.  
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 Figure 1.11   

 

Instead, a Fine Arts Annexe, figure 1.10, was erected nearby. Like the Garden Palace, it 

was also built out of timber and iron, but concessions were made to ensure the safety of 

the works and ceiling design would allow for adequate natural light. The works on loan 

from private collections in Europe, valued at £150 000, arrived during the construction 

and were held at Thomas S. Mort’s woolsheds during the build. They would be hung 

‘four’ or ‘five’ deep and the British pictures alone ‘consisted of 800 works’. Orr writes: 

The opportunities to admire fine furniture, china and glassware; the exotic 

atmosphere created by Turkish carpets and Japanese faience ware; the playing of 

Austrian pianofortes in daily recitals; and the ‘novelty’ of American machines, led 

Combes to claim that ‘this exhibition was a grand technical college’. From the 

Garden Palace tower, people could see and take pride in the material progress of 

their city. They could imagine themselves no longer as exiles and fortune seekers 

but as a civilised society, building a new nation. (Orr 150) 

Kristen Orr argues that the Sydney International Exhibition would inspire the planning 

of Sydney’s cultural institutions post-exhibition in the fashion of London’s South 

Kensington, which was a legacy of London’s Great Exhibition in 1851. The South 

Kensington complex was aimed at being both a museum and education precinct. The 

idea, created by Prince Albert, was to create an estate in Kensington, London, to place 

Figure 1.11 is an image of the 
gardens near the Sydney Tropical 
Centre, in the Royal Domain and 
Botanic Gardens. This space is 
attributed to the Fine Arts 
Annexe. The Garden Palace was 
up the stairs to the right, just out 
of view. This image was 
photographed by Vanessa Russ, 
2012.  
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four institutions which corresponded to the four sections of the Great Exhibition, that 

being ‘raw materials, machinery, manufactures and fine arts’(Orr 151). By the 1870s 

two ‘estates’ had been purchased in South Kensington and were ‘being developed into a 

scientific and cultural heartland of the Empire’ (Orr 151). 

The South Kensington Museum was opened in 1857 and would be followed by the 

Royal Albert Hall in 1871. The Natural History Museum followed in 1880 with the 

Royal College of Art (a successor to the National Art Training school) opened in 1896. 

The Imperial College of Science and Technology, and the Victoria and Albert Museum 

(the successor to the South Kensington Museum) and the Science Museum opened in 

1907 and were followed by the Royal Geographical Society in 1912 and the Geological 

Museum in 1935. All were relatively close to one another and all were based on the 

belief of education for all (Orr 151). 

 

 Figure 1.12    

 

In Sydney, the idea to locate an ‘antipodean South Kensington’ near Hyde Park, 

therefore not very far from the Garden Palace began to circulate. Figure 1.12 shows the 

area of interest with Hyde Park in the foreground, St Mary’s Cathedral to the right and 

the AGNSW just beyond it in Yurong. 

During the Sydney International it was observed that due to its close proximity, just 

across in Macquarie Street, the Free Public Library was receiving more visitors during 

Figure 1.12 is an image from on-top 
of a skyscraper on Parks Street in the 
City of Sydney. It shows Hyde Park 
in the foreground, with St Mary’s 
Cathedral in the mid-ground to the 
right and the AGNSW just beyond. 
This area was under consideration as 
the ‘antipodean South Kensington’. 
Image was photographed by Vanessa 
Russ, 2012. 
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the opening. The trustees of the Free Library noted that ‘if the institutions were removed 

to a more convenient site, and if proper accommodation were provided for the comfort 

of students, the library would be largely used by a class of readers who have but few 

other opportunities of obtaining instruction’ (Orr 151-153). 

After 1879, three institutions, the Technological Museum, the National Art Gallery and 

the Free Public Library, were still looking for a permanent location, but despite the 

‘shifting locations, the ambitious urban vision for a scientific and cultural precinct on 

the eastern edge of the city would extend northwards along the ridge from Hyde park to 

the Domain’ (Orr 153-154). 

In Objects and Histories: Representations of Aboriginality in Exhibitions of Aboriginal 

objects, 1855 - 1957, Ilaria Vanni writes that the history of the exhibition in Australia 

was quite a long one. It started as a proposal made by the Royal Agricultural Society in 

1877, receiving a ‘Royal Commission’ from Queen Victoria in 1878. Work started on 

the exhibition building, designed by James Barnet in January 1879. Sydney wanted to 

have the Garden Palace completed before Melbourne had their exhibition in 1880. 

Vanni writes that it was a ‘deceptive construction, made of bricks painted like stone and 

supported by timber work, materials easier to work with than stone and iron’ (Vanni 

57).  

The problem with this sort of building was that when fire struck on 22 September 1882, 

the entire building completely disappeared; it was far too hot for the fire brigade to enter 

or for anything to be saved. The fire destroyed the Technological Museum collection as 

well as an ethnological collection which included a small exhibition of bark paintings 

and works of art which were on exhibition for the annual Artists Society exhibition. The 

Fine Arts Annexe, which by this time housed the National Art Gallery collection, 
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remained safe. But the ‘original proposal for a north-south axis for a South Kensington-

style precinct along the ridge diminished’ (Orr 154).  Kristen Orr writes: 

Just thirteen days after the fire, Henry Parkes, Premier of NSW, moved that the 

burnt-out site be appropriate for the erection of the National Art Gallery, and that 

land in Pitt Street opposite Central Railway station be earmarked for the free 

Public Library. Understanding that the Garden Palace had been ‘a great 

adornment to the city’ and a potent symbol of Sydney’s progress and status, 

Parkes sought to transfer sentimental attachment from it to the new cultural 

institutions. (Orr 154-155) 

With many of the proposals for the Technological Museum failing, it was finally 

located with the Sydney Technical College in Ultimo, away from the precinct and 

placing it in the vicinity of Central Station. Orr argues that this ended the ‘South 

Kensington vision, which depended upon a comprehensive collection of buildings 

devoted to science and the arts, education and entertainment’ (Orr 159-160). 

Proposals continued for the location of the National Art Gallery (AGNSW) and the Free 

Public Library but all were unsuccessful with disagreement over ‘whether the buildings 

should be in isolated splendour overlooking the harbour, grounded with the Australian 

Museum and Technological Museum, or centrally located for ease of access’ (Orr 160). 

Conclusion 

 

What Postcommodity revealed in their work Do You Remember When? (2009-2012), 

installed in the Yiribana Gallery, was perhaps more than the earth beneath the gallery. 

This was a brief history of a place that originally belonged and some might argue, 

continues to belong to the Cadigal. This chapter investigates the events that transformed 
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Cadi country into the Domain and the Royal Botanic Gardens in Sydney. The 

transformation of place did not occur overnight and to some extent this study presented 

a bi-cultural history of the location. While history of the victor often dominates the 

national psyche, the evidence suggests that the Cadi continue to actively maintain links 

to ceremonial sites within the Domain and Botanic Gardens and the creation of 

European cultural institutions might in some way pay homage to these ceremonial sites 

today.  

This investigation also looked to the creation of wealth as the dominant force behind the 

establishment of a nation-state. Unwilling to allow the Governor’s of the day to 

influence their personal wealth building activities the free-settlers sought to self-govern. 

Trade increased the interest in Australia and it also influenced the government to hold 

an international exhibition in Sydney. Bringing with it a million visitors, the Sydney 

International Exhibition of 1879 would prove to be an important turning point in the 

promotion and advocacy for cultural institutions like the National Gallery and the Free 

Public Library. Chapter two follows this investigation with a study of the history of the 

AGNSW from 1871 to 1940. It shows how closely linked the gallery is to the history of 

the Domain and Garden Palace in Cadi country.  
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Chapter Two 

The Art Gallery of New South Wales: 1871 to 1940 

 

Introduction 

This chapter investigates the early foundation of the AGNSW from its inception as an 

idea in 1871 until World War II in 1940. Janet Marstine argues about the fact that 

‘museums are not neutral spaces’ that speak one voice but are about ‘individuals 

making subjective choices’ applies here (Marstine 5). The founders of the national 

gallery in Sydney demonstrate that individuals make choices through their collection of 

pictures. Who the collection and later the gallery serve is a targeted audience of new 

Australian-born men. In much of this chapter we see their decisions to purchase and 

exhibit works, reaffirm their own socio-political positions in the new nation-state. It 

might be surmised that these founders of the gallery, like many in their position would 

over time reflect the national identity archetype. However, we still know very little 

about what shaped these men, and in some ways we don’t know much about them at all. 

For the most part, this was a very dark period in Australia’s history. This was the period 

that shaped a nation, and continues to affect the lives of Australian Aboriginal people in 

covert ways.  

On a national front, from as early as the 1850s Australian Aboriginals were being 

removed to reserves and missions across Australia under the guise of protection. This 

followed the Tasmanian and NSW massacres (Fraser and Atkins, 65). It seems, 

however, an exercise in making it easier for the new Australians to access land. The 

pace of free immigration increased during Governor Lachlan Macquaries time of 1810 
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to 1821 with the offer of 1000 acres (400 ha) each (R. Evans 26). These free-settlers 

brought considerable capital. Their impact and the European system they brought with 

them, ‘in almost all respects, ensured the decline and demise of the Aboriginal 

inhabitants of the continent’ (C. Anderson 9). 

In “Plain Speaking” aimed at the celebrations for 150 years of settlement in 1938, 

Aboriginal activists, William Ferguson and John Pattern, make an argument about the 

covert treatment of Australian Aboriginal people, to white Australians, stating: 

If you would openly admit that the purpose of your Aborigines Legislation has 

been, and now is, to exterminate the Aborigines completely so that not a trace of 

them or of their descendants remains, we could describe you as brutal, but honest. 

But you dare not admit openly that your hope and wish is for our death! You 

hypocritically claim that you are trying to ‘protect’ us; but your modern policy of 

‘protection’ (so-called) is killing us off just as surely as the pioneer policy of 

giving us poisoned damper and shooting us down like dingoes. (Ferguson and 

Pattern, 31) 

There is still a sense that the Eora were ever present in the Domain and Botanic Gardens 

during this period, even if that presence was considered by the new Australians as 

vagrancy. Race debates were easily resolved with changes to legislation. In the 

goldfields, for example, when Chinese miners came to try their luck, a revolt arose with 

the British miners demanding a change to legislation that would restrict Chinese 

immigration. It started the fight for the vote and ended with Victorian miners getting the 

vote after the Eureka Stockade in 1854 (Fraser and Atkins, 165). 

In 1872 the Australian Native Association was formed out of the Friendly Society of 

Victorian Natives. It was only open to Australian-born men (not including Australian 

Aboriginals) and would take on a national stand, ‘rejecting sectarianism and 
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intercolonial prejudice’ (Fraser and Atkins, 165). The ANA was interested in federation 

of the colonies from 1880 and by the 1890s these Australian-born men were the 

majority in the population. In 1890 a meeting of Premiers and two New Zealand 

representatives in Melbourne was convened to discuss Henry Parkes’ federation 

proposals, calling for a convention the following year. By 1892 Parkes lost office and 

the federal movement appeared to lose momentum. In 1893 the ANA helped organise a 

conference of Premiers, making six amendments to the Constitution Bill (Fraser and 

Atkins, 166).  

The ANA supported the White Australia Policy, which was reflected in the first act of 

parliament put forward by the new Commonwealth government, called the Immigration 

Restriction Act 1901. In “White Australia” Raymond Evans writes that the concept of a 

‘White Australia’ actually preceded the implementation of any national policy (R. 

Evans 44). James Stephen first raised the concept in 1841 as the permanent under-

secretary for the colonies. By the 1880s the concept had achieved doctrinal status before 

being passed into law with the inauguration of the Commonwealth of Australian in 1901 

(R. Evans 44). Evans writes that the policy was used to curb the migration of the 

Chinese into the Australian colonies, and to ‘circumscribe’ the rights and privileges to 

those Chinese migrants. (R. Evans 44-45). According to Evans it would be used to: 

Discriminate against, to segregate, confine and deport certain individuals upon 

consideration of their skin colour, phenotype or genetic background. Its domain 

extended across the lives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. (R. 

Evans 45).  

The idea of a white Australia writes Evans: 

Was born of mixed percentage emerging out of the hybridity of nineteenth century 

Western racial theories, polygenist, Darwinian and eugenic, that accompanied the 
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presumptuous tasks of empire building. Its local origins lay in the protracted 

process of Aboriginal dispossession, degradation and demise. The rapid 

demographic decline of the Indigenous population that accompanied vast land 

seizures by largely English-speaking peoples fostered the logical notion of 

reserving the continent of New Holland as a place where the English race shall be 

spread from sea to sea unmixed with any lower classes. (R. Evans 45) 

The Immigration Restriction Act 1901 prohibited various classes of people from 

immigrating, introducing a dictation test, which required a person to write out fifty 

words in any European language and captures the intention of the new Australians. 

They set out from this point on to make Australia in the image of Britain, claiming that 

in order to reduce conflict, it was best to focus on a likeminded society and that society 

was to be British. This also lent to the idea of creating a new country. 

These were events that began to define who a new Australian was and what their rights 

would be. While women began to get the vote from 1893 in South Australia, the NSW 

Electoral Act of 1893 enshrined the idea of one man, one vote. Eventually with the 

forming of Federation in 1901, the rules governing who could vote followed in 1902. 

The new Commonwealth allowed that ‘All Adult British subjects of at least 6 months 

residence could vote, except for Lunatics and certain classes of criminals. Excluded 

were Asians, Africans and Australian Aboriginals’ (Fraser and Atkins, 167). It is no 

surprise therefore, that in the history of the AGNSW and in particular reflected in its 

collection, there is an obvious emphasis on the new Australian-born men.  

If an Aboriginal presence existed in pictures, of any sort, in the AGNSW, those were 

not collected by the trustees during this period. Works that are on permanent display 

today within the gallery, that reflect an Aboriginal presence, like John Glovers’ Natives 

on the Ouse River, Van Diemen’s Land, 1838, would not come into the collection until 
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1985. The gallery has Aboriginal Woman, Sydney, New South Wales, 1895, a 

watercolour by B.E. Minns, but no acquisition date, thus making the research on an 

Aboriginal presence in the collection unclear. The View of the Heads, at the Entrance of 

Port Jackson, c1822, watercolour by Joseph Lycett, which also shows an Aboriginal 

presence, was not purchased by the gallery until 1978.  

The trustees were reluctant to present works that showed a presence of Aboriginals in 

the collection. They were keen to demonstrate the best of British art, which was 

embedded in the art of the Royal Academy in England and the Salons of France.  Even 

local pictures by European-born artists had to have a particular look about them that 

referenced, for example, landscapes by old European masters like Claude Gellee of 

Lorrain or John Constable. The trustees only wanted works of quality that would exhibit 

well with the works already in the collection. It was a Eurocentric opinion on many 

levels. These new Australians placed on themselves the task of selecting art, of good 

taste, in their opinion. Such opinions informed the invention of art. They did not require 

or want for a thorough knowledge of art, however, movements of art in Britain featured 

in their opinions. This knowledge came through access to newsprint material from 

Europe and from visits to England and the Continent. It also meant on many occasions 

excluding local artists by viewing them as amateurs in comparison to Europe. Though 

early on they had little choice and often exhibited these amateurs anyway. Yet it was up 

to a handful of people to purchase works for the collection in Europe, leaving the 

trustees little chance of correcting the purchase if unsatisfactory. The time delay, the 

issues of money and the personal perspectives of both trustees and selection committee 

would guarantee a conservative collection. The other major factor facing art in Sydney 

was that art had to be bred.   

Art had to be cultivated over time through the creation of education systems, where art 

conversations could develop. The founding education systems came out of a small 
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association known as the Mechanics Institute that found favour in Britain. The aim of 

this institution was firstly to promote the education of the working class in the form of 

evening classes, providing access to after work hour’s education. When art was 

introduced to these evening classes in the form of lectures, the attendance gradually 

shifted from the working class to the wealthy. This early education in art demonstrates 

Amelia Jones’ argument in, Seeing Differently: A History and Theory of Identification 

and the Visual Arts, that ‘art was essentially invented’ (Jones 23). It suggests that high 

art has not always been an exact science, delivered by a particular person. Jones writes 

that ‘the notion of art as a picture or thing produced with expressive, creative intent by 

an individual identified as an artist is solidified in Enlightenment philosophy’ (23). In 

Reframing Art, Michael Carter and Adam Geczy write about the way in which the word 

‘art’ was historically used in the English Language, arguing that: 

While the word ‘Art’ occurs regularly in the language, before the 13th Century the 

word was not present. Does this mean that, in England before the 13th Century, 

there were no such things as ‘art objects’ because the culture lacked such a word? 

Even when the word ‘Art’ begins to occur - somewhere in the 13th Century - it is 

clear that it refers to a different set of objects than those we regard as Art objects 

today. (Carter and Geczy, 3) 

High art and fine art are terms used to identify an art that has value and meaning above 

that of crafts or applied arts. Although today the value of crafts and applied arts has 

increased, high art is what is exhibited in state art galleries. To show the defining of art 

as a specific thing with boundaries and limitations, we might consider the earliest 

interest in art made by Europeans in Australia. It draws on the actions of Governor 

Lachlan Macquarie. This demonstrates one of the first occasions when the idea of art 

was given some importance in the colony. In A Story of Australian Art: From the 

Earliest Known art of the Continent to the art of To - day, (1), William Moore writes 
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that Macquarie requested in 1810 that the British Government appoint John William 

Lewin an artist and naturalist, as the official artist for the colony. When Lewin arrived 

in January 1800, Moore writes that there ‘was no such thing as an art public in Lewin’s 

time’, he offered to paint ‘miniatures at five guinea, and portraits at forty shillings’ but 

got very little response (13-14). When Lewin started the first art school in Sydney he 

‘did not fare better’ (Moore 13-14). Macquarie’s request was refused, as in those days, 

art as we know today held no status. Moore writes ‘in making this gesture, Governor 

Macquarie was the first man in this country to recognize the importance of the artist in 

the life of the community’ (14).  

High art did not just suddenly arrive overnight. It required a public to be interested in 

art. Essentially, it required those with wealth and time for leisure to acquire works from 

England to fill their homes, and over time to be cultivated to the need for furthering art 

in the colony.  This is not to say that Australian Aboriginals did not make art before this 

period, but this was the opinion of the new Australians. In reality all societies produce 

art and culture over time, but in the establishment of a Eurocentric Western perspective, 

these early events would define art and art history as a product of Western society alone. 

The West in this early period was considered to be England and France. This fitted 

perfectly with the interests of new Australians.  

In “Colonizing Culture: the Origins of Art History in Australia”, Jacqueline Strecker 

writes that the study and promotion of the high arts through ‘lectures’ and the eventual 

establishment of ‘public art institutions’ were ‘placed high on the cultural agendas of 

each of the colonies during the middle of the nineteenth century’ (Strecker 100). The 

most significant development in the history of cultural institutions in Australia was the 

establishment of the Mechanics’ Institute movement within the colonies from the late 

1820s to the 1850s.  
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In Redmond Barry: an Anglo-Irish Australia, (1995), A. Galbally, quotes Jacqueline 

Strecker, states that the ‘Mechanics’ Institutes were established in theory to help 

artisans and skilled working men “improve themselves in their leisure hours through the 

gaining of useful knowledge which would be made available through a library and 

lectures given by experts” (Strecker 101-102). But Strecker writes that within a short 

period of time these institutes would be taken over by ‘the professional and middle 

classes, who were eager for knowledge and culture as a means of furthering their own 

interests’ (Strecker 101-102).  

In New South Wales, the Mechanics’ Institute was established in Sydney in 1833, and 

there were also two regional institutes in Newcastle, 1835, and Maitland in 1839. In 

Sydney, the Mechanics School of Arts in 1841 gave forty-three lectures, three were by 

John Skinner Prout on the ‘Principles of Drawing’, John Rae gave four on the 

‘Principles of Taste’ and J. Kemp gave one on ‘Printing’. As well as these lectures, the 

Institute also ‘collected’ and ‘displayed’ art as an ‘adjunct to their instructional 

programs’ (Strecker 101-102). Strecker highlights one of the finest ‘art objects’ that the 

Sydney Institute would collect were a set of Albrecht Durer etchings, sent to the colony 

by John Ruskin, who was interested in the Institute’s development (102 -103). 

 

 Figure 2.1   

Figure 2.1 shows the current 
location of the Sydney Mechanics’ 
Institute on Pitt Street in the centre 
of the City of Sydney. This image 
was photographed by Vanessa 
Russ, 2012. 



63 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

Although the Mechanics’ Institutions faded out, the Sydney Mechanics’ Institution is 

still open and present on Pitt Street, Sydney. It continues to be committed to delivering 

programs to the public on ‘culture’ and ‘education’ (Strecker 102 -103).  

The Society for the Promotion of Fine Arts was established in Sydney in 1847 and 

followed the Mechanics Institute. This society was devoted to the promotion of fine arts 

and it set about supporting ‘painting and sculpture for their intrinsic worth’ (Strecker 

103). They organised lectures ‘conversazione’ on art and annual exhibitions. The 

conversaziones were like old fashioned smoking nights where artists would sit around 

discussing the finer details of art making and thought. Though on these occasions it 

might be speculated, the members might have sat around talking about the works from 

private collections like Thomas S. Mort, or events in Europe and the applied arts. 

Strecker writes that three exhibitions were organised by the Sydney Fine Arts Society, 

and included local European artists like Conrad Martens, John Skinner Prout, George 

French Angus, Frederick Garling, Samuel Thomas Gill, Marshal Claxton, Charles 

Rodius and W. Nicholas (103). It was held in 1847 at the Australian Library on Bent 

Street. It was followed by an exhibition in 1849 at Barrack Square and one in 1957 at 

the Mechanics School of Arts (Strecker 103). What becomes clear is that these societies, 

early on, would be dominated by men. 

The early foundation of the AGNSW as an art society is described with two different 

accounts as there is no clear foundation date. The first by William Moore who in A 

Story of Australian Art: From the Earliest Known art of the Continent to the art of To-

day, (1), claims that a meeting was convened by Edward Reeve on 25 April 1871, in 

which the New South Wales Academy of Art was established (Moore 161). The other 

version comes from a “History of the Art Gallery of New South Wales” written by 

Steven Miller. Miller gives the date of the public meeting as 24 April 1871. It was 
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chaired by wealthy merchant and art enthusiast Thomas S. Mort. Mort had been known 

for opening up his private collection to the public for over ten years. Mort also argued 

that the society would not succeed unless it was able to attract government funding 

(Miller “History of the Art Gallery of New South Wales”).  

Moore on the other hand, notes that the Academy of Art was established at a meeting 

held at the Mechanics School on Pitt Street on the 25 April 1871 (161). It claimed to 

differ to the Victorian Academy as it had no professional artists on its council. The 

meeting was convened by Edward Reeves a teacher and journalist. Thirty five members 

of the public attended including the manager of the Pacific Fire and Marine Insurance 

Company, Eliezer Montefiore, and Scholar and public servant Eccleston Du Faur 

(Moore 161). The first president was Thomas S. Mort who was succeeded by Sir Alfred 

Stephan and then Edward Reeves. The first secretary was Eccleston Du faur. Moore 

writes that the objective of the Academy was ‘for the purpose of promoting the fine arts 

through lectures, art classes and regular exhibitions’ (161). They proposed a constitution 

and Montefiore suggested that a committee be appointed to meet at a later date in order 

to draw ‘up a Code of Rules for the Government of New South Wales Academy of Art’ 

(161). The committee would meet for the first time on 9 May 1871 and decided upon 

five constitutions and seven laws in total (Moore 161). Though the second point of the 

constitution adopted by the Academy on the 9 May 1871, notes a representation of 

artists among the trustees, this was never strictly abided by. What really stands out in 

this early history of the AGNSW is the role of trustees as judge and jury of the 

purchasing and display of works, and it would be reflected in its annual exhibitions, 

which restricted some artists from being included from shows. This early group of men, 

with little professional knowledge of art, were advocating their own personal and 

cultural perspectives that were very Eurocentric but also reflective of the politics of the 

day.  
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  Figure 2.2  

In the Minutes Book of the New South Wales Academy of art 1874-1880, the trustees 

wrote that those present recognised the ‘importance of Art Education in the community, 

as a means of refining the taste of the people’, and feeling how much the NSW colony 

was in that respect behind her offspring Victoria, adopted the following resolution:  

That it is expedient to form a Society for the promotion of the study of the various 

departments of the fine arts, and for periodical Exhibition of Works of art in 

Sydney. (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 - 

1880 microfilm) 

The only link to any Indigenous context at this point in the history of the gallery was 

with Edward Reeves, according to William Moore who was: 

The Founder of the academy, compiled a gazetteer of Central Polynesia, and 

wrote a treatise on education in New South Wales. He was curator of the 

Nicholson Museum of Antiquities, Sydney University, and compiled its first 

catalogue. (Moore 162) 

For the most part, the Minutes of the Academy identify the work of trustee Eccleston Du 

Faur as having a controlling influence on the entire creation of the gallery until his death 

Figure 2.2 is an etching that 
portrays the nominated members 
of the committee for the N.S.W. 
Academy of Art.  It is interesting 
to note the number of women in 
the audience versus the lack of 
female representation on stage.  
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in 1915 (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1916 - 1923 

microfilm). The sense is that Du Faur received a good deal of criticism early on from 

detractors who thought the idea of a national gallery would not get off the ground in 

New South Wales. Sightings of Du Faur with Montefiore around town earned them the 

nickname by the professional artists as the ‘Siamese twins’ (Moore 161-162); Du Faur 

was an active campaigner for the gallery and not only did he appear on paper to be the 

early secretary and superintendent (pre-director), he also wrote minutes to the meetings, 

and included discussions from meetings in articles to the Herald. The aim was to keep 

the public informed about the actions of the trustees, and the news of the Academy, 

collecting and pasting those articles into the minutes for posterity. He was one of the 

most influential people involved in creating the foundation of an art gallery in Sydney.  

In the Minutes New South Wales Academy of Arts 1874-1880, Du Faur writes: 

Owing to the want of a local habitation, the efforts of the Society for the first four 

years were restricted to the occasional exhibition of works by colonial artists and 

amateurs of this and the adjoining colonies, to the distribution of works of art by 

art unions, to loan exhibitions and to the reunion of its members for the purpose of 

exchanging ideas upon art subjects. (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales 

Academy of Art for1874 - 1880 microfilm) 

The idea of a national gallery might have been a reflection on the number of occasions 

the other colonies were represented in exhibitions held by the Academy. It was three 

years before the first funds diverted from the Australian Museum were made available 

for the purchase of works, though the Academy did exhibit loaned works of art and held 

conversations on art at this time. In 1874, some £500 was made possible by trustee and 

M.P. Edward Combes who made the effort to get the grant. The Academy it notes 

acquired a collection of casts with the money but also purchased works of art that 
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started the collection, in order ‘to form the commencement of a national gallery’ 

(AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). 

In April 1875, the trustees who had been receiving considerable negative attention 

managed to obtain recently vacated premises owned by the Royal Society for the use of 

the Academy on an annual sum of £250. 

 

 Figure 2.3  

It was known as the Clark’s Assembly Rooms on Elizabeth Street, but it was only 

intended to be a temporary space until a permanent gallery could be built. The first 

objective was to open a School of Art which would be supervised by Giulo Annivitti 

and Achille Simonetti. The Academy also held exhibitions and conversaziones, 

annually until 1879, awarding medals with exhibitions (AGNSW Minutes of the New 

South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). 

By May 1875 the Colonial Treasurer, James Watson, put forward a motion to the 

Parliament for an estimated sum of £1000 to assist the Academy of Arts and it was 

supported by Henry Parkes, ‘on the understanding that steps would be taken to secure 

the proper expenditure of Art Grants’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales 

Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). In early 1876 Alfred Stephen was appointed 

Chairman of the Council with Eliezer L. Montefiore, Eccleston Du Faur, James R. 

Fairfax and J.H. Thomas, to be ‘trustees for administrating the vote of parliament 

towards the foundation of a Gallery of Art’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales 

Figure 2.3 is an etching of the 
Clark’s Assembly Rooms circa 
1875, on Elizabeth Street. The 
image was a wood engraving for 
the Illustrated Sydney News, 23 
March 1878.  
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Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm), thus being appointed in trust of the 

Government funds to form a collection. For the most part all original trustees remained 

on the council until they died except J.H. Thomas who returned to Europe and was 

replaced by H.C. Dangar. The number of trustees reached thirteen and stayed at that 

number during the course of the early history of the AGNSW. 

The ruling by Henry Parkes made the collection of pictures held by the Academy the 

‘property of the state’, as the Government had no ‘other place to put them’ (AGNSW 

Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). The 

Academy’s control of the pictures makes the access by the public questionable, but the 

intention was that the general public should have access to the works. The general 

public it might be assumed did not mean Australian Aboriginals.  

By 2 June 1876 the Academy began to open the Clark’s Assembly Rooms as the Art 

Gallery of New South Wales.  By 1877 the details of works being acquired also came 

with a note:  

This Gallery intended as the commencement of the long projected, “Art Gallery of 

New South Wales” is open to the public on every Wednesday and Saturday, from 

noon to dusk, free of charge, and all classes of the community are invited to pay it 

a visit. (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 

microfilm) 

Due to the size of the funds it was noted that the trustees focused their attention on 

purchasing watercolour drawings ‘in which department of Art, England stands 

preeminent’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 

microfilm). By the 1880s there was an increase in the amount of money granted to the 

trustees and they added oil painting to their purchases. The first members on the 

overseas selection committee nominated to spend funds provided by the trustees were, 



69 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

Nicholas Chevalier, Mekay Smith, C. Thomas and Ed Combes, in London, though later 

it was mainly Chevalier and Smith (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy 

of Art for1874 - 1880 microfilm). 

The collection by 1880 was estimated to have had around forty-four oil paintings valued 

at approximately £9000, thirty-three watercolour drawings valued at £2300, sculptures 

valued at £1800, and a miscellaneous group of works valued at £800 (AGNSW Minutes 

of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). This did not include 

works presented to the trustees from the French Government that would have come 

from the Sydney International of 1879. They also held gifts from Charles Nicholas, 

Baronet, F.H. Dangar, E. Knox, E. Wynne, Stranger Leathes, J. R. Fairfax, E Webb & 

Co., Copeland & Co and a few others (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales 

Academy of Art for1874 - 1880 microfilm). 

With little funding available early on and little interest in local art, the challenge of 

deciding what to purchase meant a push to consider copies of the masters from Europe, 

rather than originals. The question of purchasing copies was a problem faced by most if 

not all colonial galleries who struggled with funding. The other aspect to copies was it 

was an easy way to bring a part of Europe to the other side of the world.  

In Exhibiting Contradictions: Essays on the Art Museums in the United States, Allan 

Wallach writes about the use of copies to create extensive collections in the United 

States as having occurred at around the same time the debate was happening in 

Australia (Wallach 39-46). Copies for the most part were much cheaper than the 

originals but they often came with flaws. When displayed in the Fine Arts Annexe with 

its dampness, some of the copies cracked due to poor archival practices. The trustees 

wrote to the President of the trustees of the Public Library, Museum and National 
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Gallery of Victoria Sir Redmond Barry about the issue of copies and published the reply 

on the 14 November 1874 which read: 

On the subject of copies there ought to be, as I venture to affirm, only one 

opinion, that is, that the only copies, admissible to a public gallery should be 

executed by really good artists, otherwise the inevitable result will be that public 

taste will be degraded irretrievably. This is, I apprehend more imperatively 

demanded in Australia than in Europe. What is required here in forming a correct 

taste in the minds of those who are not familiar with works of art is a true first 

impression, and if those charged with the duty of ministering to the wants and 

desires of the public in this respect, abandon the real standard of excellence, and 

content themselves with getting copies, because the originals are admittedly 

priceless, and the copies are wonderfully cheap, possessing no other merit, the 

injury done will be incalculable. You are aware that the experiment was tried in 

Canada and although some pains were taken to employ copyists of some 

reputation, the failure was absolute. [...]  

In the gallery of the Duke of Wellington at Apsley House are copies made by 

artists of admitted reputation, nevertheless masters, their character is capable of 

being detected at a glance. In St Petersburg, at the Hermitage Palace, I saw many 

copies of great merit which cost, as I was told, from £500 to £1000 each; still the 

hand of the imitation was discernible chained to the servile task. [...]The necessity 

for more strict attention here to the guiding principle I have mentioned than in 

Europe is obvious, there originals exist of which, and not by copies, the standard 

of taste is fixed. [...] In Australia the opportunity of correcting such influence of 

false appreciation of unworthy objects does not occur. (AGNSW Minutes of the 

New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm) 
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Sir Redmond Barry went on to say that he did not mean to suggest a complete exclusion 

of copies but if trustees needed to make a choice, ‘it will be better to get the best of the 

works of modern artists to be procured in London, Brussels, Dusseldorf than to go to 

Roma or Florence for copies’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of 

Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). The debate over exactly what should be purchased 

continued but the value of considering the advice of Barry was that for the most part, 

the trustees aimed to purchase works by contemporaries who were highly appreciated 

and held in good opinion in Europe. They purchase copies, when funds were tight, like 

everyone else.  

The bulk of the first amount of funding for the collection was spent on watercolour 

works, with the hope of increasing the funds for oils in the future. In Sydney Art 

Patronage 1890-1940, Heather Johnson writes: 

whatever the Trustees knowledge of art the bulk of the allocations for purchase of 

work of art for New South Wales was in the hands of two or three people, not 

directly connected with the state or the Gallery, familiar with the existing 

collection only through forwarded catalogues, informed of the Trustees desires by 

vague instructions, invited to gamble on the purchases by ‘anticipating popular 

recognition’ of ‘rising artists’, limited by having only a relatively small sum of 

money at their disposal, busy in other aspects of their lives and with little 

motivation to create a collection of masterpieces in the Antipodes. (Johnson 17) 

 Figure 2.4   

Figure 2.4 is Conrad Martens, 
Apsley Falls, watercolour, 1874. 
AGNSW 
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On the 30 July 1874 a letter from the Department of Justice and Public Institutions to 

Eccleston Du Faur notes that an amount of £500 was voted by the Parliament towards 

the formation of a gallery of art ‘in connection with the Museum’(AGNSW Minutes of 

the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). For the purchase of 

‘water colour drawings by living artists, to be forwarded from time to time through the 

Agent General, and that such trustee’s should further be empowered to invest some 

portion in the amount in the colony should they deem it advisable’ (AGNSW Minutes of 

the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm).  

The first works to be acquired by the trustees were a commissioned watercolour, Apsley 

Falls, by Conrad Martens, Figure 2.4, considered the most respected artist in the colony 

at the time and six watercolours by English artists. In January 1875, chairman, Alfred 

Stephens, writes that Nicholas Chevalier and Mekay Smith in London had selected four 

watercolour drawings for the gallery: Boats off Revel by O.W. Brierly, A Scene on the 

Wye, by Brittain Wallis and two landscapes, one by Mole and the other by Wimperis 

(AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). 

The names of the artists were not noted in full in the Minutes and there were no details 

of the other two artists. They were, however, all to be shown at the next exhibition. 

There have been reports that the six early English watercolours have since been 

misplaced from the collection. Works from the collection were loaned over the years to 

government agencies and over time those agencies refused to give works back or could 

not identify them as belonging to the gallery - it’s possible that these works are now in 

other government agency collections (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales 

Academy of Art for1874 - 1880 microfilm). 
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 Figure 2.5  

The second grant of £500 pounds was spent entirely on the work of an English artist, 

Ford Madox Brown’s Chaucer at the Court of Edward III, figure 2.5. The work by 

Conrad Martens was considered to be the genesis of the Australian collection and the 

work by Ford Madox Brown the beginnings of a British collection. It might be that 

these two works became the examples of what would be acquired over the next few 

decades. Any new additions to the collection had to sit well up against them.  

An example of advocacy for particular artists was evident in a conversaziones held by 

the Academy on the 4 February 1875 at Clarks Assembly Rooms. Outside the usual idea 

of Western art that we might associate with this period, or the influence of British 

subjectivity present all over the colony, was the inclusion of comparatively different 

objects from vastly different nations. The event was in newsprint and attached in 

between pages of the Minutes. The notice discusses the watercolour of E.B. Boulton 

which was of Thomas Mort’s Cottage at Brookside in Lithgow Valley. There were three 

oil paintings by Carse, Bega Swamp and two Welsh Views all of ‘very decided merit’ 

(AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). 

There are no clear details of these works, their completion dates or sizes. A selection of 

reproductive drawings done by ‘old masters’ that were taken from the Louvre in Paris; 

as well as a collection of ‘photographs of Rembrandt’s etchings’ and finally ‘a very 

Figure 2.5 is Ford Madox Browns 
painting, Chaucer at the Court of 
Edward III. It was purchased by 
the AGNSW in 1876 and due to 
its size, at 372 x 296 cm it spent 
time in the Australian Museum. 
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interesting and perfect collection of arms, mats, bracelets, and utensils from Shortland 

Island (in the Solomon group), was kindly lent to the council by Lieutenant Giles, of 

H.M.S. Conflict, and furnished - as may be supposed - much matter for pleasant 

conversation on the skill and ingenuity displayed’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South 

Wales Academy of Art for1874 - 1880 microfilm). While the watercolours lived on in 

the collection, the objects from the Shortland Island’s went back to their owner.  

The fourth annual exhibition of some two hundred works was held in March 1875. The 

Trustees presented gold medals for Conrad Martens’s work, View on the Apsley Ranges, 

New England, NSW, a work that was commissioned for the collection. A silver medal 

went to W.C. Piguenit’s Mount Olympus, Lake St Clair, Tasmania. This work was 

admired by many, and an invitation to subscribe a guinea to the purchase of the work 

was pinned alongside it and eventually contained the names of fifty subscribers, the 

work was presented to the trustees (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy 

of Art for1874 - 1880 microfilm).  This purchase marks the beginning of patronage in 

the AGNSW collection; it was the first occasion when a group of subscribers assisted in 

the acquisition of a work. It also reflects an interest that trustees had in local art, which 

is often confused by suggestions that they had no appreciation of local art at all. 

However, they looked to artists with established reputations and that might have been 

the problem. In August 1875, a loan exhibition of some forty-nine watercolours by 

artists was on display (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 

for1874 - 1880 microfilm).  

By the fifth annual exhibition, in 1876 the Art Union of NSW was being supported by 

the Academy. It was to be arranged in a similar fashion to those being held in London, 

Edinburg, Glasgow and Melbourne. The subscription would be divided into prizes of 

different values and balloted by the subscribers. At the end of the exhibition the prize 

was given to the artist in exchange for the work.  
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In the catalogue for the exhibition, E. Du Faur writes in the introduction: 

With the view to promote and extend taste for the Fine Arts, and to give 

encouragement to artists by affording a further opportunity for the sale of their 

work (more especially to those in the adjoining colonies, who contribute so 

largely, at their own expense to the success of the annual exhibition). It is 

proposed to establish an Art Union in connection with the ‘fifth annual exhibition 

of works of colonial art’. (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of 

Art for1874 -1880 microfilm) 

The defining of an Australian artist was evident in the way art historians have written 

about one particular artist in this history, Louis Buvelot. It’s possible that the new 

Australian-born men coming into the history at this time were adamant that an 

Australian artist was exactly that, Australian-born. In the Annual Exhibition 1877, 

Buvelot’s work, Afternoon, from One Tree Hill, near Beechworth was described in the 

Herald as: 

Among the oil pictures in this exhibition Mr Buvelot’s is decidedly and by a long 

way the best. The scene is Australian, but, it may be observed, the artist has given 

to the picture his own tone and colouring.  As a rule one does not, in these 

climates where bright skies prevail and the atmosphere is so dry and pure, observe 

such a predominance of great tones as Mr Buvelot has used. Indeed, the absence 

of cold shadows and pearly greys forms one of the greatest difficulties against 

which an artist in Australia has to contend in making a picture out of the very 

beautiful scenery to be found here. The present work will it is to be hoped, be 

trained in this colony. (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 

for1874 - 1880 microfilm) 
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Louis Buvelot was Swiss-born, but considered to be ‘one of the progenitors of 

Australian landscape painting (James 108). William Moore writes: 

In the Year Book of Victorian Art, Meldrum wrote that “Buvelot produced work 

here which would probably inform the foreigner more clearly about what may be 

seen in this country, than that of many of the more recent landscape painters”. 

(Moore 88) 

Tom Roberts considered Buvelot to be the father of Australian painting, though this title 

would later be given to Roberts by art historians like Bernard Smith and Robert Hughes. 

It reflects aspects of writing out that operate within texts. When we look at the 

newsprint on Buvelot the Minutes also lead us to another artist who might fit the 

category. Adelaide Ironside was essentially the first Australian-born to travel to Europe 

to improve her skill. Ironside was a phenomenon with regard to the debate over 

inclusion of women in this history of the AGNSW, as three of her works appeared on 

exhibition after her death. The exhibition was titled Miss Ironside Pictures and the 

article in the Herald, August 1877, read: 

 At the rooms of the Academy of Art in Elizabeth Street there are now on view 

three pictures painted by Miss Adelaide Ironside, the late young Australian artist, 

whose death at Rome, where she was studying her Art, was a source of regret to 

her many friends here. (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 

for1874 -1880 microfilm) 

The three works, Marriage in Cana, the Adoration of the Magi and the Pilgrimage of 

Art; were all noted. The Minutes do not note the year of production or measurements of 

the works and this needs more research. Ironside had many admirers willing to finance 

her travels, though it is believed, she refused their assistance; they were just as keen to 

see her works on display in a state art gallery. The works mentioned might now be in a 



77 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

university collection with little to no representation in state art galleries today, though 

this needs more research. The inclusion of such artists in this history suggests that while 

conservative, this history has the potential to shape new thinking on what Australian art 

means, especially if it excludes artists like Ironside and Buvelot. What we see, is the 

agent of personal advocacy that operates in both the writing of art history and the 

creation of art collections. Advocacy it might be argued requires much ‘hard fighting’ 

and ‘diplomacy’ as summarised by Lionel Lindsay.  

In Comedy of Life: An Autobiography by Sir Lionel Lindsay, Sir Lionel Lindsay writes 

on his experience as a member of the trustees, claiming: 

I have always been amused at the complacency of artists, who imagine that their 

outstanding merits alone influenced the acquiring of their work, when hard 

fighting and much diplomacy had accomplished that end. I am particularly proud 

of having engineered the purchase of Ramsay’s masterpiece “The Sisters”. It took 

me a year of untiring effort to effect this, and it was brought at a ridiculous price. I 

am proud also of two severe defeats: the vain struggle to persuade the Trust to buy 

Streeton’s earliest masterpiece, “Golden Summer”, and “Bailed Up” by Tom 

Roberts (Lindsay 240-241). 

Another example of advocacy, which was present in the history of the AGNSW, was a 

letter that was sent by a selection committee member from Europe. Though this was 

much later in the history of the gallery, the following letter is important to show the role 

of personal advocacy in this history. It has been edited due to its size. The letter was 

sent by Mr McColl from Florence, Italy, on 22 January 1911: 

Gentlemen, 
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It is desirable, I think, that in my first letter, I should say something of the 

character of the existing collection, so far as I can gather it from the catalogue 

published in 1906 - which has been forwarded to me. It is evident that the idea of 

the Directors of the Gallery has been to form a collection of contemporary art 

rather than of the older schools and to include Foreign as well as native and 

British Art.  

The sum available for purchases, during at least 13 years, appears to have been 

£5000 – with £65000 in the periods 1880-1893. It would have been easy under 

good advice to obtain the pick of the work of the chief masters of the period, for 

example, Monet, Degas, Whistler, Manet, whose pictures were to be had for 

trifling sum, but are now, except in the case of the last, with difficulty to be 

obtained. Masters of the preceding period Daumier, Millet, Corot, Monticelli, 

Courbet were also much more easily procurable as was the case with pre-

Raphaelites this count. With the funds at their disposal the Gallery of New South 

Wales could have formed a collection which Europe students of art would have 

been compelled to visit.  

Unfortunately during the period in question the voice of independent criticism has 

small effect. It is not unnatural that an influence that has injured the chief public 

collection of Europe should affect also the NSW Gallery. The unfortunate thing is 

that gallery seems to possess not a single picture of the first rank and the 

properties with any claim to be a public gallery is small. The great masters of the 

century are absent, and their place is taken by favourites of passing fashion.  

I do not speak of course of the native artists with whose works I am unacquainted 

these namely who have not exhibited in Paris and London. (AGNSW Minutes of 

the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm) 
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McColl’s letter demonstrates the role of advocacy that limited the potential of the 

collection. In Sydney Art Patronage: 1890-1940, Heather Johnson writes that: 

A major factor governing the Trustee’s purchases from 1890 to 1940 was lack of 

money. It is difficult to assess whether this was of more importance than the 

Trustees’ personal opinion and preferences. In 1894 when the Trustees sent £2000 

to London to be spend on their behalf and had an opportunity to make some 

enlightened purchases, they informed Edward Montefiore, their representative in 

Paris, that impressionists works ‘should be avoided’. (Johnson 31) 

This suggests that the trustees had a particular vision for the collection that excluded 

anything that might have been seen as controversial at the time. In regards to the issues 

of the impressionists the gallery has spent substantial funds in recent years to make up 

for the lack of purchases at this time. So while it was a very Eurocentric vision, it held 

fast to being as conservative as possible. With European art movements constantly in 

flux, it seems the trustees clung to the opinions of the Royal Academy in London and 

that was truly the foundation of the collection. It would take the onset of war before 

change would come and possibly the dismantling of the White Australia Policy, before 

the collection would reflect more of the diversity of Australian society.   

From the issues of copies, and what to purchase, to the advocacy of a particular artist 

over others, the next challenge to face the trustees of the gallery was space. The issue of 

space would also be brought to attention of the public when a letter to the editor of the 

Herald regarding the museum was published on the 14 April 1879, complaining about 

the lack of works on exhibition at the museum, the museum was actually the Australian 

Museum of Natural History. The reply from Du Faur was that the only work in the 

Museum was the Chaucer at the Court of Edward III which was then known as The 

Chaucer Reading His Poem to John of Grant (see figure 2.5). The oil on canvas is 372 
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cm x 296 cm, was purchased in 1876, but its size meant it could not be hung in the 

Clark’s Assembly Rooms rented by the Academy, so it was lent on display to the 

Australian Museum. 

The Eighth Annual Report of the NSW Academy of Art 1877-1878, notes that the 

colonial government voted for £5000 to the ‘formation of a National Gallery’. They 

noted that the current premises would not be suitable with the increased purchases that 

this funding would provide. There was a note about the proposed design for additions to 

the Australian Museum in Sydney, which would have seen the free library and art 

gallery added to the present sight of the museum. It was envisioned to emulate the 

South Kensington complex in London.  But the idea of a permanent building in 

connection to the Free Public Library would be a long time off. The alternative might be 

the Garden Palace, which at the time was being built for the Sydney International in 

1879 (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 

microfilm). 

However, once the trustees had access to the Garden Palace, viewed its ‘deficient light’ 

and walls of steel - which was thought at the time - not strong like wood, the sense was 

that it was not going to suit pictures. They were also concerned about the space 

restrictions, suggesting that the number of works would mean hanging from ‘skyed’ to 

‘floor’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 

microfilm). By August, an article to the Herald noted meetings that were held by the 

German Executive Commissioner, Dr. Reuleaux, and the French Commissioner, M. 

Soundry, with the Colonial Secretary, Henry Parkes, requesting a new building be 

provided to improve the issues of light but also to ‘provide a building sufficiently large 

and otherwise adapted to the display of pictures of this class from all countries’ 

(AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). 
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The building proposed, would be known as the Fine Arts Annexe, was built between 

August and November 1879. It was designed by William Wardell. The Academy of 

Arts, however, chose not to display works in the Garden Palace or the Fine Arts 

Annexe. In Fieldings Visitor Companion 1879, for the Sydney International, C. Fielding 

writes that this left enough space in the Garden Palace to exhibit ‘oleographs, 

photographs, maps, architectural drawings and other works which would necessarily 

require a large amount of wall space, but in the display of which the quality of light was 

not a matter of so much importance’ (Fieldings 27). 

 

Figure 2.6 Photograph of Royal Botanic Gardens Trust Map, taken by Vanessa Russ. 

 

The Fine Arts Annexe had nine rooms and a veranda opening onto Figtree Avenue (now 

the Cahill Expressway). Today the Sydney Tropical Centre has taken the place of the 

Fine Arts Annexe. The Garden Palace was located between the Tropical Centre and the 

Pioneer Garden today (see figure 2.6). It did display works loaned by Sydney residents, 
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as well as works loaned from other parts of the colony though most were in the south-

west corner of the exhibition hall. Yet the absence of an ‘Australian court’ displaying 

works by local artists was greatly lamented in the Fine Arts Annexe (Fieldings 27). 

Within the Garden Palace, New South Wales (NSW), Victoria, Tasmania, South 

Australia, America, Japan, New Zealand, Germany, Australia, France, Belgium, Italy, 

Switzerland and Great Britain all had exhibition courts. Many of these countries also 

loaned works for the Fine Arts Annexe but the ‘colonies had refused to hang their works 

here through fear of unfavourable comparison with the foreign collections’ (Fieldings 

27). This appears to be the beginnings of a cultural cringe. A divide was also created 

between the Academy and some of the local artists. However, the NSW Court in the 

Garden Palace did exhibit works by ‘George and Arthur Collingridge, William Clarson, 

E.B. Boulton, J.H. Carse, G. Anivitti and the mysterious Pablo Pertrovitz; water colour 

by Ellis Rowan, Rebecca Martens, Charles Horne and W.H. Raworth’ (Fieldings 27). 

The British National Collection was not to be lent for the Sydney International; the 

distance from London to Sydney caused safety fears. Instead the Queen loaned works 

for the exhibition along with other private collectors.  The British loans numbered some 

500 works which included oil and watercolour paintings, engravings, etchings and 

photographs. The trustees were of the same opinion as the other colonies, which chose 

not to hang works in the Fine Arts Annexe. Instead the trustees preferred to keep the 

Clark’s Assembly Rooms on Elizabeth Street open during the exhibition period.  

By June 1880, the Sydney International closed, and so did the Fine Arts Annex. There 

were calls to reopen the annexe as the works on loan were not moving Melbourne for 

exhibition for another three months. The annexe did open for a few more weeks before 

Melbourne agreed to take the works earlier. Over the additional opening period the 

public continued to view the exhibition with praise. It might be said that this was the 
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first time the general public had extensive access, to what was at the time, considered 

the first major exhibition of European art in Australia. This fear of comparison set up a 

precedent for how Australia would continue to view itself against Europe as the centre 

for art. The Sydney International was thought to have attracted one million visitors from 

its opening on the 17 September 1879 until it closed in 1880.  

 

 Figure 2.7  

In July 1880, the trustees search for space was resolved. The Academy’s collection was 

transferred to the Fine Arts Annexe and the rooms they had hired at Clark’s Assembly 

Rooms in Elizabeth Street were closed (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales 

Academy of Art for1874 -1880 microfilm). In September, the annexe reopened as the 

Art Gallery of New South Wales, and in 1883 it was renamed the National Art Gallery 

of New South Wales (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 

for1874 -1880 microfilm).  

On the 11 November 1883 the Academy dissolved itself in their annual meeting, stating 

that its aim had been realised in the foundation of a public gallery (Miller “History of 

the Art Gallery of New South Wales”). This did not mean that the trustees stopped 

acting on behalf of the gallery and its collection.  

The push for Australian art was very problematic for the trustees at this time. Before the 

Academy dissolved itself, there was a breakaway group of professional artists 

Figure 2.7 is an image of the 
British Collection, at the 
National Art Gallery of New 
South Wales, in the Fine Arts 
Annexe. The image was 
photographed by Fred Hardie, 
1892-1893. It was sourced 
from the State Library of New 
South Wales. 
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dissatisfied with the support given by the Academy to local artists. The Academy was 

thought to have no professional artists in its membership when it commenced. To truly 

make change, an Academy member required almost majority support and that was 

always a struggle for artists over the wealthy trustees in this early history of the gallery. 

The other reason the Art Society broke away, aside from the Academy’s eventual 

closure, was that the artists felt the Academy members lacked support for their works.  

In Sydney Art Patronage: 1890 -1940, Heather Johnson writes that: 

When the Academy was dissolved to form the Gallery in 1879 a new association, 

the Art Society of New South Wales was formed with the idea that it would be 

purely a professional artist’s society, in contrast to the Academy which consisted 

of ‘gentlemen who recognised the importance of the Fine Arts as an element of 

culture’ (Johnson 38). 

The Academy does dissolve in 1880, though the story William Moore tells slightly 

differs: 

When the brothers George and Arthur Collingridge arrived in Sydney, towards the 

end of the seventies, they found that many professional artists were much 

dissatisfied with the management of the academy, as it was entirely controlled by 

laymen. So they got their fellow painters together and founded the Art Society of 

New South Wales, the initial meeting being held on 22 June 1880 (Moore 162). 

Among the artists to join were W.C. Piguenit, Lucien Henry, C.H. Hunt, J.H. Carse, and 

Alfred Clint (Moore 162-163).  The society occupied rooms in the Royal Arcade from 

1885 until 1887 before moving to Pitt Street.  While the Academy chose not to exhibit 

in the Garden Palace or the Fine Arts Annexe, there were a number of artists that did 

exhibit in the Garden Palace during the Sydney International. They were a part of the 
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movement to form a new society. After exhibiting in other locations they went looking 

for a new exhibition space, George Collingridge said: 

When we started the society, artists used to exhibit their pictures in the windows 

of music shops; so we went to Sir Henry Parkes and asked for a place for our 

exhibition. ‘Go over there,’ he replied, indicating the Garden Palace. (Moore 163) 

They held the first two exhibitions in the Garden Palace but the third was completely 

destroyed by the 22 September 1882 fire; fortunately all the artists were insured. The 

next exhibition was held in the Town Hall in 1886.   

Leading up to the first centenary in 1888, the pressure to acquire works by Australian-

born artists was met with resistance from the trustees. Many of the artists from the 

Artist Society would find themselves in the AGNSW collection eventually, Moore 

writes: 

In looking over old catalogues, one is struck by the number of new names which 

appear each year. W. Lister-Lister made his first appearance in the 1888 

exhibition. On this occasion Conder had several works, including “Departure of 

the s.s. Orient’. The following year Julian Ashton exhibited his portraits of Sir 

Henry Parks, Frank Mahony contributing “Rounding up a Straggler”. The 

exhibition in 1894 was memorable for a collection which included “The Bathers” 

by Sydney Long, “Gloucester Buckets” by Streeton, “The Golden Fleece” by Tom 

Roberts, and three heads of aborigines by B. E. Minns. The catalogue, with a 

cover design by Streeton, had the name of a new-comer, a young man called G.W. 

Lambert who sent in a little painting of a horse and cart. (Moore 163) 
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Most of these artists make up the collection of Australian art from that period onward in 

state art galleries, nationally, today. They were collected eventually, but it required 

encouragement from people like Julian Ashton and Lionel Lindsay to carry it off.  

In Images of Opposition: Australian Landscape Painting 1801 - 1890, Tim Bonyhady 

writes that by 1888 the trustees began to buy works of local artists more regularly when 

they received funding for the purpose (Bonyhady 3). The first centenary of the landing 

of the First Fleet was an important celebration at that time, and while the artists were 

being considered more closely, the collectors of Australiana were working at a feverish 

pace to build their collections (Bonyhady 3). This new interest in Australiana led to the 

establishment of the Mitchell Library and a serious collection of colonial and historical 

works now in the Mitchell and Dixson Gallery at the library. An interest in Australiana 

may have put pressure on the trustees, but they really only liked historical works that 

looked to Europe. The trustees acquired, for example, The Defence of Rorke’s Drift, 

1880, by Alphonse de Neuville (James 43), purchased in 1882, and The Visit of the 

Queen of Sheba to Kind Solomon, 1884 - 90 by Edward Poynter (James 45), purchased 

in 1892 during this period.  

With regard to Australian art, the trustees purchased landscapes like Still Glides the 

Stream and Shall Forever Glide, 1890, Arthur Streeton (James 113), purchased in 1890, 

The Golden Fleece, 1894, by Tom Roberts (James 118), was purchased in 1894, and 

The Flood in the Darling, 1890, W.C. Piguenit (James 121), purchased in 1895. The 

Australian artists were capturing the Australian landscape within codes of European 

compositions (Bonyhady 4). The harsh Australian light made for a different perspective, 

but the overall notion of a landscape remained at its considered best when it captured a 

European presence in the land. Once again it seems the defining of the collection was 

evident during this period.  
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Colonist’s preference for European art had an effect on all painters who came to 

Australia and, to a significant extent, restricted them to subjects European artists could 

not compete with, most notably portraits and landscape paintings (Bonyhady 4). While 

wealthy colonists such as the pastoralist-politician Simon Fraser occasionally had their 

portraits painted in the course of European travels, Bonyhady writes that ‘Australian 

scenery was not so easily transportable’ (Bonyhady 4). In order to generate a ‘taste for 

Australian landscape paintings’, collectors had to displace their preference for art from 

Europe (Bonyhady 4).  

The importance of art societies continues in this history of art in Australia. With so 

many issues of influence and acquisition between artists and state and national 

collections and without a steady number of private galleries to promote the artists as 

there are today, art societies provided a vital service to artists of the day. After the 

Artists Society of New South Wales the next society to mention was the Royal Artists’ 

Society of Sydney. It had lay members with the same power as the professionals, 

though if they canvassed votes from the amateurs, they could control its management 

(Moore 168). In 1895 an attempt was made via a vote to remove or prevent laymen 

from acting on the selection committee but it required a large number of members to 

pass. William Moore writes that at around midnight ‘on the steps of the General Post 

Office, an informal meeting was held to form a new society’ (Moore 168). 

The first meeting for this new society, which would be known as the Society of Artists 

was held 10 August 1895. Its membership was ‘confined’ to ‘professional artists’ like 

Tom Roberts, who was the first president. Other members included Arthur Streeton, 

Henry Fullwood, Frank Mahony, Sydney Long, D.H. Souter and J.S. Watkins. Due to 

government subsidies the Society of Artists would rejoin the Royal Society until 1907 

before returning to their original title. William Moore writes that when artists went 

overseas, they would be replaced by new men and women who would appear in the 
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annual exhibitions (Moore 171). Other artists to exhibit with the Society of Artists 

included Hans Heysen, Hardy Wilson, Harley Griffiths, Mildred Lovett, Florence 

Rodway and Thea Proctor (Moore 171). These societies acted as art dealers might do 

today. They promoted the artist members and assisted in exhibiting and selling their 

works. They provided valuable access to the art market. They remained, throughout this 

history, an important point of contact for the trustees and later for directors to see what 

was going on locally, right up until private galleries began to open after WWII.  

 

 Figure 2.8  

The Garden Palace history is important to the history of the gallery as it tells us much 

more about decisions made by the trustees at the time and it clearly demonstrates the 

issues of colonisation that keeps Australian Aboriginal art outside the art network and 

the gallery collection during this period. The Sydney International which highlighted 

the issues between the Academy and local artists also presents another element to this 

dissertation. As far as these international trade fares go, since the earliest event in 

England in 1851, they not only included exhibitions from their colonies, but of those 

conquered through the process of colonisation; framing other societies as alien to their 

own. This was common practice to all the international exhibitions of the day and no 

different to this particular exhibition in Sydney.  

Figure 2.8 is an interior image of 
the 1879 Sydney International 
Exhibition, in the Garden Palace. 
It shows a line of colonial 
galleries and is almost a reflection 
of shopping malls of the day. 
Image was sourced from the State 
Library of New South Wales. 
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The catalogue for the ‘ethnological’ objects in the Sydney International states that the 

exhibition was ‘for the proper exhibition of savage finery and the relics of barbarous 

nations doomed to soon disappear before the advance of the whites, as the Australian 

aborigines have almost already done’ (Miller, “Select Chronology” 330). This direct 

framing of objects as a set of trophies sets out the distinct plural history of art in 

Australia.  

 

  Figure 2.9  

In Objects and Histories: Representations of Aboriginality in Exhibitions of Aboriginal 

Objects, 1855 -1957, Ilaria Vanni writes the collection: 

...must have been indeed impressive: the total numbers of exhibits was 5,200. Of 

these Aboriginal objects were grouped in 819 sections, belonging to fifteen 

exhibitions. Of these fifteen exhibitors seven also advanced objects from New 

Guinea and the Pacific Islands. The rest - the majority - of the exhibits presented 

by other exhibitors covered the Pacific Region, included some examples of North 

American utensils and Palaeolithic and Neolithic stone implements from Europe. 

(Vanni 65) 

 

 

Figure 2.9 shows the ethnological 
collection in the Garden Palace 
circa 1878 -1882. It is unclear the 
origins of this image, but it seems 
to be the only image of the 
collection.  
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 Figure 2.10   

The main contributors to the ‘ethnological’ section were private collectors from 

Macleay and Cox, the Government of Tasmania, South Australia, Western Australia 

and Queensland, and the Australian Museum. According to Vanni, the Australian 

Museum contributed 1922 objects and won a medal (Vanni 64). The Australian 

Museum Annual Report of the year 1879 notes these bark paintings represented 

‘iguanas, one echidna, two hydrosaurs, two crocodiles, two turtles, one dugong’ and as 

Vanni writes, a very disappointing ‘etcetera’ - which mirrored the scarce interest of the 

Museum in the ethnological material of the collection (Vanni 65). It seems the 

exhibition might have contained the entire collection held by the Australian Museum at 

that time. With regards to the bark paintings, there were eleven that were recently 

collected by Alex Morton which were displayed on the ‘same level of the Palaeolithic 

implements from Europe, the North American objects and the Fijian mats’ (Vanni 66).  

All these objects along with the Art Society’s most recent exhibition that was supposed 

to open in October 1882 were also destroyed in the September fire. There is some 

suggestion that the objects were also collected from local Eora and other east coast 

tribes and that such a collection does not exist today. The fire also destroyed the 1881 

Figure 2.10 Spear heads from the South 
Australian Museum, Adelaide. Note the 
design detail on some of the spear tips in this 
image, would have been visible on objects 
displayed in the Garden Palace in figure 2.9. 
Even the shields would have demonstrated 
the art of Australian Aboriginals in 1879, to a 
potential audience of a million visitors.  
Photograph by Vanessa Russ, 2012. 
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census, the land occupation records, the Linnean Society lost its library and the 

Department of Fisheries lost its collection of fish illustrations.  There was a rumour that 

the fire was started by someone wanting to see settlement records destroyed, but 

nothing was proved. Curator Michael O’Ferrall suggested that the works in the 

ethnological exhibition may have been the basis for an Aboriginal art history had they 

remained (O’Ferrall 7). 

 

  Figure 2.11  

The significance of the Garden Palace was the agency it played in bringing all the 

elements of Australian Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal art of the day into exhibition 

spaces within one overarching narrative, as an international exhibition. Although this 

was under the trope of colonisation, it was another sixty years or more before Australian 

Aboriginal art would be purchased by the AGNSW; around the same length of time for 

the dismantling of the White Australia Policy.  In “White Australia”, Raymond Evans 

writes that the new Australians were in ‘pursuit of creating upon an isolated island 

continent a ‘pure race’ society, a distinct biological community, extolling its excellence 

within a single, defensible geographical entity’ (R. Evans 49).  

While the fire set into motion the advocacy for a more secure exhibition space, the 

Australian Museum eventually relocated to its current location on the corner of William 

and College Street in Sydney. With its early association to the AGNSW through policy 

Figure 2.11 shows the remains of 
the Garden Palace after the fire 
on 22 September 1882 gutted the 
building. Photograph from the 
State Library of New South 
Wales.  
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and funding, and such substantial losses, the Australian Museum essentially had to start 

again. However, now we have a break with the gallery and a renewed competition for 

funding. The other challenge is that the Australian Museum would become known as 

the place for Australian Aboriginal art and culture. The AGNSW would be the place for 

European and new-Australian art, framing not only a Eurocentric art value, but driving 

forward an Australian identity. The location of the Garden Palace today is almost 

invisible to the unsuspecting visitor to the Royal Botanic Gardens. But it remains an 

important historical argument to any relationship between the AGNSW and Australian 

Aboriginal art.  

By 1884 no agreement had been reached as to where the permanent building for the 

AGNSW should be positioned. The Government Architect, Horbury Hunt was therefore 

authorised to design the new gallery. In ”Colonizing Culture: the Origins of Art History 

in Australia”, Jacqueline Strecker writes that the decision to build a plain brick building 

suggests that at the point of making such a decision, no clear permanent location had 

been decided on. The fire had possibly caused a reaction and the building that was 

designed by Horbury Hunt was meant as a depository until a permanent space had been 

approved. The six internal rooms were temporarily roofed to form picture galleries in 

the gallery’s current location. This windowless structure became known as the ‘art-barn’ 

and the ‘wool-shed’ and it opened before completion in 1885. Hunt envisaged 

surrounding the brick structure with more galleries and an impressive facade but due to 

the criticism he received for the ‘art-barn’, lost the contract to complete it. The building 

would remain without further extensions for ten years.  
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 Figure 2.12  

In 1895 a new design had been drawn by NSW government architect, Walter Vernon. It 

was for the southern wing and the facade of the gallery as it stands today. The 

construction commenced in June 1896, at a cost of some £94 000. The southern wing 

and facade of the building was completed at around the same time as the Mitchell 

Library. The building works were opened at different stages, due to funding issues.  

Vernon proposed a Roman-style building 106.5 metres (north to south) and southern 

wings separated by a grand central court entered through the ionic portico. It was built 

in stages; present days Courts 7 and 8 were commenced in 1896 and opened in May 

1897. In 1899 the gallery was incorporated by an Act of Parliament. The Library and 

Art Gallery Act 1899 detailed the general control and management of the gallery, giving 

details of the board of trustees, numbering them at thirteen, and outlined the 

responsibility of the gallery to the Minister of Education. It also detailed the annual 

endowments and provided for further investment (Miller “History of the Art Gallery of 

New South Wales).  

The entire southern half of the gallery was finished in 1901, the year of Federation. A 

newspaper article for that year notes: 

 Only one wing of the building, about one fourth of the whole structure, is at 

present completed, and gives rich promise of future beauty. The style is early 

Figure 2.12 shows the 1885 Hunt 
building also known as the art-barn 
behind the Facade of the gallery. 
The photograph was taken before 
1968 when the AGNSW commenced 
extensions for the Captain James 
Cook Bicentenary in 1971. 
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Greek. The facade is built of thracyte and freestone. The interior is divided into 

four halls, each 100 feet by 30 feet, communicating with each other by pillared 

archways. The lighting is almost perfect; designs for the roof have been furnished 

by London correspondents after careful study of all the latest improvements in 

European galleries. The walls are coloured a chill neutral green shade, which 

makes an excellent background. (Miller “History of the Art Gallery of New South 

Wales) 

 

  Figure 2.13 

In 1902 Vernon presented an eight page album to the trustees hoping to illustrate his 

proposal to design the completed gallery. Due to issues of funding, the plans were 

rejected, and the lobby in his original design led by a short descent from the entrance 

level, to the three northern galleries in Hunt’s original design this remained until 1969. 

In 1904 the whole southern wing was finally completed and officially opened by the 

Minister for Public Instruction, Hon B.B. O’Conor (J. MacDonald “NSW Art Gallery 

Pictures”, 6). Any final work was completed by 1909 and, although in 1930 plans was 

suggested to complete the lobby and Central Court; due to the Depression this too was 

abandoned. Funding also affected the acquisition of work from overseas and in 1903 the 

London selection committee was closed, though only for a short period of time.  

The collection grew substantially and with the transfer of the collection from the termite 

ridden Fine Arts Annexe to the current gallery location, the interest turned to managing 

Figure 2.13 shows the new 
building circa 1905, with 
stairs leading down into 
the Art Barn.  
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the gallery. It started out as merely a secretary and superintendent position. With 

trustees remaining on the board until death, the secretary would be nominated from 

among them. The first secretary started as a trustee in 1875, Eliezer Montefiore was 

secretary and superintendent from 1892 to 1894, the year he died. The selection of a 

replacement for the position of secretary and superintendent did not occur until 1912. 

The title of secretary and superintendent would eventually become director and 

secretary with the title dropping to director. In the early years of the gallery there were 

very few staff apart from attendants and the resident caretaker.  

By 1901 - 1907 the trustees began to support the development of the National Art 

School, the new extensions were on their way to completion and they had a £2000 

investment into a marble staircase that led to the basement on the south side of the 

gallery. In 1905 they nominated trustee Gother V.F. Mann to proceed as acting secretary 

and superintendent. In 1912 Gother Mann’s official title was changed to ‘Director and 

Secretary’. Most of the work required by the director and secretary was administrative, 

as the trustees still retained control of the collection.  

On the recommendation of trustee John Sulman, the trustees agreed to cease purchases 

from overseas to allow the funds to be reserved for a year or more. For the first time 

they also made allowances for the acquisition of Australian artists, aiming to purchase 

two works a year for a period of two years, valued at £75. The works had to be made by 

artists resident in Australia and the trustees ‘desired to obtain pictures illustrating 

scenery on subjects in the more remote districts of the states, rather than local’ 

(AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1903 - 1908 microfilm). 

They even suggested the number of works and subject matter. In the first year they 

would acquire one watercolour and one oil painting of a coastal river or landscape. The 

second year it would be one watercolour and one oil painting of a figure and landscape, 

figure subject (sculpture or painting) or cattle and landscape. The minutes note that 
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‘regret was expressed that the professional artists had not responded more fully to the 

trustees invitation’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1903 - 

1908 microfilm). This approach demonstrates much of the framing of the collection that 

was occurring at this time.  

In some ways the acquisition process suggested appears to reflect art competitions like 

the Wynne prize which commenced in 1896. The late Richard Wynne bequeathed 

£1000 to the gallery for the annual Wynne Art Prize. It was to be awarded to the 

‘Australian Artist who produces the best landscape painting of Australian scenery in 

oils or watercolour, or the best example of figure sculpture, executed by an Australian 

sculptor’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1903 - 1908 

microfilm). The Archibald Prize for portraiture and the Sulman Prize are a major part of 

the annual competitions in the gallery system. They are important to the history of the 

AGNSW, and for the most part, these prizes have allowed the AGNSW access to works 

that have not been shown elsewhere. The first award for the Wynne Prize went to 

Walter Withers for The Storm in 1897 (Moore 195).  

There are many varied opinions on the trustees and their collecting strategy. In A 

Directory of the Museum and Art Galleries in Australia and New Zealand S.F. 

Markham and H.C. Richards describe the trustees’ policy as being too ‘exhibit the best 

works of art of all modern European schools, and to encourage in particular Australian 

Art’ (Markham and Richards, 68). In the catalogue New South Wales Art Gallery 

Picture, James S. Macdonald writes:  

In making the collection the Trustees have adopted the policy of being (within 

bounds) as catholic as possible, confining themselves to no particular country or 

school. At the same time with a view to giving encouragement to local painters, 

wherever normally possible Australian work has been bought. 
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For it was recognised that unless some such plan were followed the gallery would 

likely assume the character of any of a half a dozen provincial English ones; for 

inevitably it would be from Britain that the bulk of our overseas purchases would 

be made. The dual problem...on the one hand of furnishing Australians with 

representative European works, and on the other hand of building up for them and 

for visitors a collection of Australian work which would tell truthfully how in 

regard to art development generally this country stood. The paramount advantage 

of such a policy was the standing comparison that could be made between local 

and outside work. (J. MacDonald 6 - 7) 

By 1916 one of the defining moments in the gallery’s history was the decision to 

consider the collection of Australian art held by W. Baldwin Spencer. Mann, on seeing 

the collection, wrote to the trustees on the 20 September 1916 and spoke of the 

collection as being the ‘largest collection of Australian paintings in private hands’. 

Mann writes, ‘in view of the interest that is taken by art connoisseurs and students in the 

development of Australian art. I consider that the exhibition of this collection in Sydney 

would be much appreciated’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 

for1916 - 1923 microfilm).  

The exhibition was to take place in the engravings court. Though where the engravings 

court was located is unclear, the sense is that it was better than where the Australian 

works had been exhibited. It is possible that it was in the new wing as opposed to the 

art-barn. The show comprised 43 works by Arthur Streeton, 8 by George Lambert, 15 

by Hans Heysen, 10 by Walter Withers, 33 by Norman Lindsay and a lesser number of 

artists. The total was 55 artists and 217 works of art. The exhibition opened in 1918 

(AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1916 - 1923 microfilm). 

This exhibition was a great success for the gallery. It suggests a turning point in the 
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value of Australian art over European art at the time and initiated further exhibitions of 

Australian art from that point on.   

One of the other important trends to challenge the collecting policies of the trustees was 

the work of trustee John Sulman and his interest in the fine and applied arts. This came 

before modern art of any sort and well before Australian Aboriginal art and would 

include the early presentation of Asian material, for example Chinese porcelain, that 

came from the 1879 Sydney International.  The Minutes of the NSW Academy 1916 -

1923 contain Sulman’s argument for the benefits that fine and applied arts would 

contribute to the collection: 

Works of Fine Art may be described as representations of an idea, scene or object, 

produced for their own sake, and for the pleasure they give. [...] Fine art is usually 

expressed by black and white or colour in drawing or painting, and by marble or 

bronze in sculpture but these limitations are purely arbitrary. Thus a drawing may 

be produced by a hot iron on a piece of wood (pyrograph) and would be classed as 

‘fine art’ if forming a picture, or ‘applied’ if decorating a cabinet. In colours a 

figure subject in enamels and metal would be ‘fine art’ but a cup in enamels [...] 

would be ‘applied’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for 

1916 - 1923 microfilm).1 

Sulman argues that the acquisitions would ‘assist’ rather than ‘clash’ with the technical 

college and that ‘no object should be brought that does not possess distinct artistic 

merit’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1916 - 1923 

microfilm). Examples that Sulman wanted considered were silverware enamelling and 

low relief sculptures that included things like pottery, woodcarving and jewellery. 

                                                           
1 This microfilm held by the Mitchell Library states that the dates are 1916 - 23 but the film goes to 1929. 
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Sulman was attempting to reconceptualise what the gallery collected and advocating for 

a shift in how art was defined by the trustees.  

Previously in a meeting in 1899 there was discussion on the use of the basement under 

the southern wing, as it was being built. It was decided that the space could be an 

alternative space in which to exhibit, however, due to funding the space was left rough. 

As the collection grew it was thought that ‘such a space will be absolutely necessary for 

the display of objects of education value, which would be more appropriately exhibited 

in the basement than in the fine upper Galleries which will always be chiefly [...] to 

paintings’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1916 - 1923 

microfilm). Sulman, therefore, suggested the basement as the perfect location for a 

collection of fine and applied arts. This early discussion and use of the basement court 

is important to Australian Aboriginal art in the AGNSW.  

 

 Figure 2.14  

The Academy made a statement on their view of local art by not including the works 

they had already purchased in the Fine Arts Annexe in the 1879 Sydney International. 

The creation of a space for educational purposes was another aspect to the view that the 

local artists still needed to learn about the European masters before they might be 

viewed in the same light. The third aspect to the position of advocacy for Australian art 

at the time was its location within the exhibition spaces of the gallery. The southern 

Figure 2.14 Basement Court circa 
1900, under the southern wing, 
AGNSW. Note the marble stair 
case to the left. This space was 
also used as an air raid shelter 
during WWII. Image sourced 
from the State Library of New 
South Wales. 
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wing, as a new extension, showed only works by British and European artists, in the 

best light in the gallery. The only occasion for change, at that time, was the exhibition 

of Australian paintings from the private collection of W. Baldwin Spencers in 1918. For 

the most part the art-barn, originally built in 1885, carried the Australian Art Collection. 

This reflected the hierarchy of art with British and European art in the new courts with 

quality light and the Australian art in the old building.  

A letter received by the trustees from John Longstaff on 19 February 1922 questions the 

value of Australian art over that of copies of masters: 

[...]While the completed portions of the gallery at Sydney are excellent lit the 

Australian court (downstairs) leaves much to be desired. For certain hours in the 

day many of the pictures are in semi-darkness - on the other hand the end wall 

(east) is so garishly lit as to kill anything but very light and brilliant pictures.  

Whether this can be remedied by an adjustment of the blinds I cannot say. I think 

it is due to faulty construction and wrong placing of the windows. When it is 

realised that pictures depend on their existence on proper lighting it seems rather 

hard on our own artists that work should appear at a disadvantage.  

It seems to me a mistake that two important rooms in the complete proportion of 

the Gallery should be given over to copies of old masters. These rooms might well 

be filled with pictures now hanging in the first gallery (temporary structure) many 

of which are badly lit. (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 

for1916 - 1923 microfilm) 

The value and meaning given to Australian art has often been cited as an issue of 

funding, but again we see the matter of personal advocacy coming out in the history. 

While the First World War, from 1914 -1918, did much to increase an Australian 
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national identity, especially after defeat at Gallipoli. The place of Australian art in the 

gallery remained in the art-barn until much later, possibly until the first major 

extensions commenced in 1968, though this requires more research. 

In 1923 the gallery assisted in an exhibition of Australian art that travelled to London, 

loaning twenty-seven works from the Australian court. This would be one of the first 

occasions when Australian art would be received in England. Heather Johnson writes 

that ‘nationalism was well promoted by the glorifying of Australian landscape painting 

and the dismissal of modern art which was allied to the social disruption of war-time 

Europe’ (Johnson 24). Change to the position of Australian art would also require a shift 

in gallery management. By 1928 the Minutes for the first time, begin to reflect the 

trustees’ expectations of the role of director and secretary.  

When the next director was appointed he was required to give lectures as well as be an 

administrator of the gallery’s needs. He would receive a salary increase. The trustees 

hoped the lectures, ‘to be popular’, would be given in the evening; this meant 

appropriate lighting in the ‘Domain approach from St Marys as well as lighting for part 

of the gallery’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1916 - 

1923 microfilm). They also discussed the possibility of further extensions to include a 

board room and lecture room and additional galleries (AGNSW Minutes of the New 

South Wales Academy of Art for1916 - 1923 microfilm). 

In 1928 Gother Mann retired as director and secretary and would be replaced by James 

Stuart MacDonald on the 2 January 1929. For the first time, a non-trustee was employed 

in this position. The trustees had wanted to appoint a person who would be able to 

promote the gallery to the general public. The first set of lectures, during MacDonald’s 

first year, included a lecture from Julian Ashton on Australian art and one from 

A.Dattilo Rubbo. Rubbo’s students were all interested in modern art. They included 
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Norah Simpson, Grace Cossington-Smith, Roland Wakelin and Roi De Maistre. 

MacDonald was not at all interested in modern art but this lecture by Rubbo was 

arranged before he arrived at the gallery. In Australian Painting Today 1961, Bernard 

Smith writes: 

...for Australian art the first decade of the twentieth century was the time of the 

Edwardian expatriates. Most of them remained overseas in London or Paris for 

twenty years, some, like Rupert Bunny, were away for over forty. They all 

became closely associated with the academic and conservative tradition of the 

time embodied in the Royal Academy and the Paris Salon: and they rejected the 

modern movement to a man.  The myth of isolation is frequently invoked here 

too, in order to explain what occurred. It has been claimed that they had little 

knowledge of the Ecole de Paris. But in the case of the Edwardian expatriates it 

was not isolation but a wholesale rejection of the modern movement that 

occurred. We know, for example, that Roberts, Lambert, George Bell and others 

saw the first Post-Impressionists’ Exhibition in London organised by Roger Fry at 

the Grafton Galleries in 1910. They thought it a joke. “I think it’s a real gag and 

very amusing: wrote Roberts to Alfred Deakin. (B. Smith 12) 

When those expatriates returned to Australia they ‘dominated art criticism’ between the 

wars (B. Smith 12). They became the new trustees, directors of galleries and art critics. 

Smith writes ‘during this period Australia was indeed isolated, not from Renaissance 

tradition, but from contemporary art and thought in Europe’ (B. Smith 12). 

J.S. MacDonald was an ‘Edwardian’ expatriate; born in 1878 he had his first lesson 

with Tom Roberts as a small child. After college he worked as an apprentice to D.W. 

Paterson, a printer, where he learnt lithography and printing. Between 1892 and 1898 he 

studied at the National Gallery Art School in Melbourne, before heading to London to 
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attend the Westminster School and in Paris, Julian’s, Colarossi’s and the Academy 

Carmen under Jean Paul Laurens, Benjamin Constant, Jacques Blanch and Whistler’ 

(MacDonald vii). He lived in Paris for around five years, sharing a studio with Hugh 

Ramsay. He also met with George Lambert, George Coats and Hans Heysen. After 

Paris he returned to Melbourne in 1904 and married an American, Maud Mary Keller, 

before moving to New York to teach art at high school. In 1914 he was enlisted and was 

wounded in Gallipoli but was not discharged until 1918. He published The Art of 

Frederick McCubbin in 1916 and wrote similar works on Penleigh Boyd, David Davies 

and George Lambert. Having stopped painting in 1923, MacDonald became an art critic 

working for the Herald in Melbourne. MacDonald also made contributions to journals 

like Art in Australia where he praised the works of John Longstaff and Arthur Streeton 

(Serle “MacDonald, James Stuart (Jimmy) (1878 -1952)”). While Gother Mann brought 

one of the most important privately owned collections of Australian art to the gallery, 

MacDonald brought a keen interest in Australian artists, especially those he knew well. 

This established a shift in the way Australian art was considered, but it remained 

restricted due to space.  

In January 1929 MacDonald was appointed director and secretary at the AGNSW. 

Geoffrey Serle writes that he ‘chafed at his limited authority and having to act as 

secretary as well as director’ (Serle “MacDonald, James Stuart (Jimmy) (1878 -1952)”). 

Sydney Ure Smith found him ‘narrow and biased’ but he satisfied most of the 

conservative trustees (Serle “MacDonald, James Stuart (Jimmy) (1878 -1952)”).  

MacDonald held more exhibitions of Australian art than expected, adding ‘workshops 

and storerooms to the gallery’ (Serle “MacDonald, James Stuart (Jimmy) (1878 -

1952)”). The speculation is that MacDonald was not going to be reinstated at the 

AGNSW by 1935. Instead he got the job at the National Gallery of Victoria. However, 

when in 1939 the Herald British and French Exhibition of Modern Art, supported by Sir 
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Keith Murdoch was heavily criticised by MacDonald, he would be removed from the 

NGV.  

By the appointment of the next director and secretary, the trustees of the AGNSW had 

decided on a list of duties. The list demonstrates new thinking on what the role of the 

director of the gallery should be.  It appears in the Minutes of the New South Wales 

Academy of Art 1937 - 1940 stating the following: 

1. Subject to the powers of the trustees the Director shall control and manage the 

National Art Gallery of New South Wales. 

2. He shall inform the trustees of his opinions of works submitted to the trustees 

for purchase, loan or gift. 

3. He shall purchase when specifically authorised by the trustees works he 

considers suitable for the Gallery which is not possible for the trustees as a body 

to inspect subject to the instruction of the trustees as to maximum expenditure 

and arrangements made by the trustees for collaboration of individual trustees or 

others nominated to act with him. 

4. He shall assist the trustees and advise them on methods for popularising the 

gallery and advancing public interest in art by means of lectures in the Gallery or 

elsewhere as divided by the trustees.  

5. When taking recreation, sick or official leave, he shall inform the President of 

the Board of trustees or in his absence the senior vice-President.  

6. He may carry on his profession as an artist. 

7. He shall not belong to any local societies or local organisations from whose 

members the trustees are likely to purchase works. 

8. He shall exercise proper care of works belonging to the trustees and he shall be 

responsible for their repair and restoration and shall...a proper inventory of the 

collection. 
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9. He shall be responsible for the proper arrangement and hanging of the works 

belonging to the trustees subject to any special decisions of the trustees and shall 

recommit withdrawal of exhibits or transfers of country loans. (AGNSW 

Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 1929 – 1937 microfilm)2 

This is one of the first times the history of the AGNSW is defined by a new policy. Not 

to say that the trustees gave up arranging and hanging the works and definitely not in 

purchasing but they had taken a new step in what would be a gradual professionalisation 

of art institutions.  

Conclusion 

 

Chapter two is a study of the history of the AGNSW from 1871 to 1940. It investigates 

the changing shape of art in Australia. This was a time of racial policy making that 

divided the nation. It was the defining of colonisation that brought with it segregation 

between blacks and whites and a serious disadvantage to Australian Aboriginals. This 

period in the history of the AGNSW, is almost a defining point of what was thought to 

be the new nation. Not only was it going to be framed as a nation of the British Empire, 

but its culture would be new and would be drawn from Europe. This framing was 

subjective and driven by the increased wealth generated by removing Australian 

Aboriginals from their land. It was also a crucial period to the history of the gallery. If 

an institutional culture was to be born, it was created during this period.  

This chapter covered aspects of the invention of art and its related disciplines of art 

history and art galleries. It also considered many of the events that would assist in 

framing the collection and the gallery. From the creation of a selection committee in 

                                                           
2 This microfilm held by the Mitchell Library states that the dates are 1929 - 1937 but the film goes to 
1940. 
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Europe, the discourse of purchasing copies and the search for a permanent location are 

all important to this history. This chapter also deviates from the gallery, to briefly bring 

into focus the Garden Palace. Often left out of the history of the AGNSW, its role was 

to house the Sydney International Exhibition in 1879. It went on to be an important 

stimulus for cultural institutions, such as a Free Public Library and National Gallery in 

Sydney and the fire in 1882 and would bring the gallery to its permanent location today. 

It also established the place of Australian Aboriginals people within the Australian 

Museum and separated them from the AGNSW with its focus on Europe. This chapter 

concludes with the decision to employ a non-trustee as director and secretary of the 

gallery. Importantly, this decision becomes a new phase in the gallery history, with the 

ageing trustees continuing to keep a hold on the direction of the gallery at this time.  
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Chapter Three 

 The AGNSW and the Creation of an Australian Aboriginal Art 

Collection: 1940 to1971 

 

Introduction  

This chapter investigates the AGNSW and its collection of Australian Aboriginal art. 

Australian Aboriginal art was not the only art to be purchased but its place in the 

collection was a complete shift in acquisition policy. This is a study of the events that 

occurred to allow the director to purchase Australian Aboriginal art and the support for 

a permanent place in the gallery system.  It symbolises a national policy shift, with the 

dismantling of the White Australia Policy from 1949 to 1973. Although the policy was 

aligned to the immigration legislation, there is a sense that its underlying tone included 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. For the new collection of Australian 

Aboriginal art, funding was now the issue, especially once the director Hal Missingham 

managed to negotiate an assistant in Tony Tuckson. Together they created enough 

upward pressure to ensure Aboriginal art a rite of passage into the collection.  

This period sees Australia suffer a huge loss of lives in the Second World War. While 

women had taken up the roles of men during the war, the need to rebuild the country 

required skilled workers. The war brought about a social revolution, with a mass 

migration of refugees. Australia owed thanks to the support of the Americans who allied 

against Japan to end the war. Australian Aboriginals participated in the war in numerous 

ways. Firstly, some of them lived conveniently, in the north of Australia and provided 
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both man power and local knowledge to troops, and secondly because they were always 

a part of the fabric of Australia and felt like the non-Aboriginal Australians a sense of 

duty to protect their country.  

The AGNSW was saved from attack and would take on a new director with experience 

of the war and a keen sense of the change that was at hand. Here the efforts of director, 

Hal Missingham, to challenge the trustees on purchases, allowed Missingham to acquire 

the first work by an Aboriginal artist in 1947. His second major win was to get funding 

for an ‘assistant-to-the-director’, creating the position of deputy director. This resulted 

in the arrival of Tony (Anthony) Tuckson in 1950, though Tuckson had been working as 

an attendant in the gallery at the time. Tuckson’s position included running the 

exhibition schedule for the gallery and managing the display and installation of works 

and when Missingham travelled, Tuckson acted as director. The professionalisation of 

the gallery brought new additions to the staffing, including people like Daniel Thomas, 

to arrange exhibitions of the collections. Here their personal advocacy, contribute to 

what would be a major shift in the history of the AGNSW. 

On a national level, Japan would bomb towns and cities like Darwin, Broome, and 

Exmouth. The Japanese would send a small submarine to Sydney Harbour, thought to 

be safe through distance. The war brought about a total rethink on Australia’s position 

to Britain. The Australian Prime Minister John Curtin’s decision in 1942 to go against 

Churchill’s war plan and return AIF forces from Egypt, to defend Australia’s north, was 

vital to Australia’s survival. Britain could do nothing to assist and now Australia turned 

to the United States for support. It also brought about the need to rebuild and make a 

smarter nation.  

In “Reconstruction Culture: 1945-1962”, Christopher Heathcote writes on the 

reconstruction of Australia after WWII that: 
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The postwar climate was set by a mood of energetic, reconstruction. Australians 

wanted to rebuild, to fix things up, to get it right this time. Having endured a 

crippling Depression then the traumatising Second World War, they hungered for 

positive change. (Heathcote 9) 

Heathcote claims that at the time Australians were ‘confidently utopian’ and with that 

came a change in education. It seems that prior to the War, few people had a more than 

an elementary schooling and there were only a handful of high schools in each city. 

After the War, Heathcoate writes that every child ‘was to get more; so up went high 

schools and technical schools’ (Heathcote 9). The belief was that no one would go 

without and by 1946, Tertiary education would be expanded to deal with the ‘returned 

servicemen, and then to train a swelling proportion of doctors, scientists, engineers and 

professionals for emerging industries’ (Heathcote 9). 

According to Heathcote the community ‘committed to improving itself’ and it wanted to 

give individuals a chance to grow and ‘flourish’ (9). There were ‘scholarships’ and 

‘bursary schemes to support students’ (Heathcote 9). As well as ‘an unprecedented 

wave in public libraries that sprouted up across suburbia and in country towns’ 

(Heathcote 9). 

There was also a large immigration scheme with refugees and ‘displaced persons’ and 

families from the ‘Baltic states’. As well as ‘projects to help the underprivileged already 

in the community, including the State Housing Commissions built to ensure families at 

the bottom had somewhere clean and safe to live’ (Heathcote 9).  

On an Australian Aboriginal front, activists like John Pattern, had lectured on 

Aboriginal rights in the speaker’s corner of the Domain, around the late 1930s. Pattern 

also served in WWII and would co-write Aborigines Claim Citizen Rights?, with 

William Ferguson. They along with other Aboriginal activists voiced the issues between 



110 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

Australian Aboriginals and mainstream Australia that were prominent at the time. 

Another activist William Cooper organised the Day of Mourning in 1938 and followed 

up with the National Aborigines Day in 1940 and others were joining the Communist 

Party of Australia as it was the only party to oppose the White Australia Policy (Heiss 

and Minter, 40). Between 1925 and 1938 the Australian Aboriginal Progressive 

Association, the Australian Aborigines League and the Aborigines Progressive 

Association had established, as Anita Heiss and Peter Minter write in “Aboriginal 

Literature”, aimed to focus ‘their shared confrontation with mainstream Australia” (3). 

After WWII these and other Australian Aboriginal activists turned their attention to the 

‘domestic struggle for Aboriginal citizenship and the removal of state-based Protection 

and Welfare boards’ (Heiss and Minter, 4). There was an entire history of Union 

support for the Aboriginal cause that needs further research. On Australia Day in 1949, 

it was ‘surmised’ that Australian Aboriginals were to be British subjects and by 

extension those born after that date in Australia became Australian Citizens (Bayne 

119).  It came into force as the Nationality and Citizenship Act 1948 having been 

initiated in 1947. However, it did not mean that they would be ‘treated in the same way 

as other citizens of Australia’ (Bayne 119).  

In The Australia People: An Encyclopaedia of the Nation, its People and their Origins, 

it is noted that Aboriginal people could not give evidence in court because they were 

seen by the judge to ‘have no sense of an after state of rewards or punishment’ 

(Bayne119).  The effect of this rule was that many ‘whites suspected or charged with 

crimes against Aborigines were not charged or were acquitted, because Aboriginal 

witnesses could not give evidence’ (Bayne119). This alone, caused major ongoing 

issues between Aboriginal and new Australians. By 1962 Australian Aboriginals won 

the right to vote in Commonwealth elections and this right was made compulsory by the 

Hawke Labor Government in 1984 (C. Jennett 121). However, the health and welfare of 
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Australian Aboriginals after such a long period of time on the fringes of society 

remained unchanged.  

As well as changes to collecting within the AGNSW was the shift towards a more 

professional approach to administration, to the management of the building and its 

collection. This would come possibly after director James S. MacDonald moves to run 

the National Gallery of Victoria. MacDonald was not entirely happy himself with the 

control of the trustees, but on his departure the trustees began to show a concern for 

what the role of director and secretary should mean. The Minutes of the trustees suggest 

that a set of objectives were put in place for MacDonald’s replacement.  

MacDonald was replaced in 1937 by Will Ashton, an artist already collected by the 

AGNSW. Ashton had works acquired by the Royal Academy of Arts in London and the 

Salon de la Societe des Artistes Français in Paris, but returned to Adelaide in 1904. He 

had successful exhibitions in Sydney, Melbourne, Perth and Adelaide by the time of the 

appointment, and won the Wynne Prize for landscape in 1908, 1930 and 1939. 

Returning and travelling through Britain, Europe and Egypt, eventually Ashton found 

his way to Sydney and in 1917 was commissioned by the Commonwealth Government 

to paint as a gift to France a depiction of the La Perouse monument at Botany Bay. 

Ashton was friends with Lionel Lindsay, an artist and trustee of the AGNSW (Harper 

“Ashton, Sir John William (Will) (1881-1963)”). Lindsay believed that Ashton had a 

great eye and was the best at exhibiting pictures in the gallery (Lindsay 240-241).  

Ashton set about organising exhibitions of Australian art. He was appointed chair of the 

selection committee for the Art of Australia: 1788 to 1941 funded by the Carnegie 

Institute. It travelled to New York and various venues in the United States and Canada 

in 1941 - 42. The significance of this exhibition was its inclusion of three drawings by 

Aboriginal artist Tommy McCrae and eleven bark paintings from the Northern Territory 
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alongside oil paintings that were loaned along with works from the AGNSW. When 

Ashton resigned, he became director at the David Jones Art Gallery from 1944 to1947, 

a period of time when the David Jones Art Gallery was enjoying a succession of modern 

art exhibitions from the Museum of Modern Art in New York. The relationship between 

the David Jones Art Gallery and the Museum of Modern Art had been formed by 

Charles Lloyd Jones, Jones having made substantial connections in New York, thus 

providing the appropriate advocacy for the exchange. It also demonstrated the Museum 

of Modern Art’s vision for promoting its brand internationally.  

The first exhibition of modern art to reach the AGNSW was Sir Keith Murdoch’s 

Herald British and French Exhibition of Modern Art in 1939 that had been on show in 

Melbourne and was eventually exhibited at the David Jones Art Gallery in Sydney. The 

director of the David Jones Art Gallery wrote to the AGNSW, asking if it would like to 

continue exhibiting the works as the show would not be returned to Europe due to the 

issues surrounding the Second World War. The trustees agreed on a selection of twenty, 

but eventually settled on forty works and it was on this occasion that modern artists, like 

surrealist artist Salvador Dali, first showed in the AGNSW. The exhibition received 

both praise and criticism by the general public for its modernist genre. When the 

trustees decided to remove the exhibition, a few members of the public applauded but 

the larger voices criticised the move. Artists argued that this was a great opportunity for 

students and artists alike to observe what was happening in Europe. The exhibition was 

not contemporary in the sense that many of the works had been painted years before; it 

was the idea that the works would remain in storage at the gallery until the war broke 

that was the main issue. Yet they were also outside of the conservative framing set by 

the founding trustees.   

The outcome was to re-install some of works by French artists from the Herald 

exhibition, alongside French works from the AGNSW permanent collection, in response 
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to the criticism. The trustees did not want the responsibility of storing the works from 

the Herald exhibition during WWII and tried to get them shipped back to Melbourne, as 

it was impossible to ship them to Europe. But Sir Keith Murdoch demanded that under 

the Geneva Convention for art, at times of war, works of art were to be cared for as 

equal to any permanent collection. So the trustees were obliged to keep the works until 

safe passage was made for their return. 

It was not until after the David Jones Art Gallery closed its doors in the late 1940s that 

the AGNSW began exhibiting works from the Museum of Modern Art in New York. 

The advocacy of modern art by people like Sir Keith Murdoch was an important debate 

to be had by those in the Australian art world at the time. While there had been a 

number of artists working in a modernist manner in Australia, the advocacy for a 

particular style of Australian art by people like James S. MacDonald meant that early 

Australian landscape painting would be maintained as the most influential style of art 

nationally. The debate was maintained in journals like the Angry Penguins and 

exhibitions by the Antipodeans in the 1950s. The Second World War which had 

grounded the Herald exhibition in Sydney was attributed too much of the change in the 

Australian art world at the time. It might also be attributed to a shift away from Britain - 

though not entirely - to America. In the art world internationally there was an interest in 

changing the canons that had existed up until them. With Paris in ruins after the war, 

New York became the new centre for art and the aim turned to including artists on a 

global level. Though this was not as egalitarian as it sounds, it merely meant those who 

fitted into the Western art discourse.  

After the war, New York continued to place Australia on the periphery. American 

influence in Australia was relayed by American forces based in Australia during the 

war. They brought with them jazz music, magazines and movies. It was not until the 

Hal Missingham era in the AGNSW that modern art began to appear more available in 
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the gallery. The gallery had taken some time to fill the position of director and secretary 

made vacant by Will Ashton’s resignation in 1941, appointing Hal Missingham in 1945. 

Missingham’s appointment was to be one of the most important eras of the gallery’s 

history.  

Hal Missingham was born in 1906 and spent his early life in Perth, Western Australia. 

After completing his schooling, he became an apprentice to J Gibney & Son, Process 

Engravers. He furthered his studies in drawing at the Perth Technical College from 

1922 until 1926 when he left for London to enrol at the Central School of Arts and 

Crafts in London. He returned via a stint in Canada in 1928, which then saw him return 

to England before returning to Perth in 1940 and moving to Sydney in late 1941 with 

his wife Ester. He spent from 1942 until 1945 as a radio-operator in the AIF during 

WWII (Missingham 1-2).  

Perhaps timing contributed significantly to Hal Missingham appointment. In his book 

They Kill You in the End, Missingham writes that it was while designing the covers of 

magazines like Art in Australia and Australian National Journal for Sydney Ure Smith 

that they became friends, and it was through that friendship that Ure Smith advocated 

for Missingham’s appointment as director (Missingham 1-2). 

Louis McCubbin, who at the time was the director of the National Gallery of South 

Australia was offered the position in 1944, but declined due to the size of the salary and 

issues of transferring superannuation interstate (Missingham 3).  Missingham was 

selected from a short list of four applications that included Erik Langker, Douglas 

Dundas and Bernard Smith. Langker eventually became Trustee in 1947, vice-president 

in 1948 and President in 1962; Dundas was made trustee in 1948 and vice-president in 

1962 and ‘Professor Bernard Smith’ became the first ‘Power Professor of Fine Arts’ at 

Sydney University in 1967 (Missingham 3). It might be surmised that in missing out on 
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the position and then being given greater power as trustee, that Langker and Dundas 

would become, in some respects, a challenge for Missingham in the future.  

Although the role of director and secretary had been established in 1937 with a set of 

rules to follow, by 1947 Missingham writes he was ‘so frustrated and despondent at the 

way things were shaping at the gallery’(Missingham 8), that he agreed to do an 

interview with art critic, Paul Haefliger, at the Sydney Morning Herald. Haefliger had 

been ‘snipping’ against the trustees ever since they pulled Keith Murdoch’s modern art 

exhibition off the walls, according to Missingham (Missingham 8). The article “Does 

Dead Hand Rest on Art Gallery?” had an ‘upshot’, Missingham writes, in that it was a 

‘long article dealing with the relationship between the trustees and myself and my 

almost negligible say in what was done’ (Missingham 8). But the down side was that 

‘no public servant must criticize his institutions or administration’ which meant that 

Missingham was asked to meet with the chairman of the Public Service Board who ‘told 

me if I persisted I should be asked to leave the service’ (Missingham 8). It appears that 

Missingham was a threat to the institutional culture at this time, with trustees taking 

offence to his behaviour and government taking steps to reaffirm control over the 

director.  

There were other articles which followed in early 1948, The Sun published “Bid to Alter 

Art Gallery Control”, in which the writer, unnamed, informs the reader about a number 

of leading Sydney art societies meeting with the ‘Minister for Education, Mr R. J. 

Heffron to discuss the organisation of the National Art Gallery’ (The Sun “Bid to Alter 

Art Gallery Control”). The article notes that the delegation of societies represents 

around 800 artists and ‘closely interested people’ (The Sun “Bid to Alter Art Gallery 

Control”). It identifies the ‘defects in the present set up’ as: 
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Administration: the director has not the power to completely direct his 

organisation, and the board of trustees has proved antagonistic to the art of today.  

Collection: Unbalanced, Too many examples of the work of some artists and 

schools, and too few or none whatever of others.  

Building: Badly placed in relation to transport, and out of date in technique of 

exhibiting pictures. (The Sun “Bid to Alter Art Gallery Control”) 

The Herald responded the following day with an article “Reform Long Overdue” by 

their art critic, writing that reform to the administration of the National Gallery was 

‘long overdue’ and this was the reason leading art societies had ‘put their views before 

the Minister of Education’(The Herald “Reform Long Overdue”). The article goes on to 

say that ‘unless we are prepared to experiment, to realise ideals rather than always 

choose the timid solution, which, with a few minor changes retains unsatisfactory 

conditions, a bill before Parliament will only be wasted effort’(The Herald “Reform 

Long Overdue”). It highlights that the ‘present system’ has been tried and ‘found 

wanting’, pointing out that: 

If the trustees had remained content to leave the acquisition of art to experts no 

one would have asked for their removal. Instead, with entirely inadequate 

qualification, they insisted on being their own experts. Where else in the world 

would such dilettantism be tolerated? In matters of art the opinions of many 

generally only lead to the purchase of the mediocre work, while display and 

gallery reform will suffer through lack of co-operation. (The Herald “Reform 

Long Overdue”) 

The article concludes that the second recommendation, that the director be ‘fully-

empowered’, should be at least tried (The Herald “Reform Long Overdue”).  
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And finally, “Art Group’s Plan for National Gallery”, which was written by a staff 

correspondent, stated that the groups represented were the Contemporary Art Society, 

the Contemporary Group, the Watercolour Institute, the Society of Realist Art and the 

Sydney Group of Artists, with the Royal Art Society and the Australian Art Society not 

represented. The article expressed the opinion that the director, no matter how expert he 

may be, is ‘restricted in his power’ by the trustees of the national gallery. The article 

highlighted that the trustees had been selected by the ‘Minister of the day and appointed 

for life’ (The Herald “Art Group’s Plan for National Gallery”). The trustees only 

requirement was to attend a certain number of meetings each year and all remained in 

office until they died ‘without once making any real, valuable, or constructive effort’ 

(The Herald “Art Group’s Plan for National Gallery”).  

It was suggested that there be a state director with overseas knowledge to oversee the 

gallery, with the trustees taken out of the picture. The director, it was thought, should 

only be employed for short periods of time ‘so that a succession of directors would 

bring much new and stimulating thought and ideas into this country’ (The Herald “Art 

Group’s Plan for National Gallery”). 

In his early years as director, Missingham was a founding member of the Studio of 

Realist Art (SORA) along with Bernard Smith, Roderick Shaw, James Cant and Roy 

Dalgarno. SORA functioned like most art societies, teaching and lecturing on art and 

having ‘discussions on all aspects of contemporary life’ (10). Missingham also writes 

that it was suspected by the press of ‘harbouring all the “commos” in Sydney’ (10). It 

was at SORA that Missingham taught life drawing for one or two nights a week and the 

group was also active in exhibitions and ‘generally tried to stir up interest in the arts and 

invited lecturers of the calibre of Jovis Ivens and Harry Watt (in Australia to produce 

his film, “The Overlanders”), Roland Wakelin, Lloyd Rees, Sali Herman, Roland 

Robinson, Mrs H.V. Evatt, Chips Rafferty and many others’ (Missingham 10 - 11). 
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SORA also exhibited works by modern artists and in around 1947 it held an exhibition 

of watercolours by Hermannsburg artists like Edwin Pareroultja (Missingham 10 - 11). 

This was only one of several societies and clubs that Missingham joined in order to 

engage with as many different people as possible, as he thought it would assist the 

gallery in some way. He was active in ‘reorganizing the hanging of the collections’, in 

creating an ‘accessions register and procedure’, which is important to any collection, as 

well as numerous visits to exhibitions with trustees in the hopes of purchasing works, 

‘battling for additional staff’ and ‘weather-proofing of the building which in those days 

leaked like a sieve’ (Missingham 11). 

Missingham also joined the Arts Council of Australia, the Wine and Food Society, the 

Museum’s Association of Australian and New Zealand, UNESCO, the Australian 

Commercial and Industrial Artists Association, the Half Dozen Group of Artists in 

Queensland, the Australian Watercolour Institute and was elected a fellow of the Royal 

Society of Arts in Britain. The role of societies and their potential advocacy became 

valuable to Missingham (Missingham 11). 

Early in Missingham’s employment he raised the issue of purchasing works and the 

trustees responded with a very slow and lengthy debate that appears in the Minutes to 

carry on for almost a decade. The Minutes of the meeting 26 October 1945 was about 

the time the trustees started debating Missingham’s right to purchase. The power to 

purchase was moved by McGregor: that the director should be empowered to purchase 

for six months from exhibitions that the trustees were unable to attend. It was seconded 

by Sydney Ure Smith. The Minutes also note that the motion for the director to have 

powers to vote was proposed by Professor Waterhouse and seconded by Charles Lloyd 

Jones (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1941 - 1945 
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microfilm). However, in the Minutes a cover note was stuck over the meeting notes 

from Mr Maund who objected to the terms stating that:  

The trustees have no knowledge of whether the Director is capable of buying or 

not. No business man and not one of the Trustee’s in his own business would give 

an employee of a few weeks standing with when he was not thoroughly 

acquainted for a considerable period of time an unlimited authority to buy. If the 

Trustees wish to do anything, they should for the time being ask for 

recommendations and, if recommendations are satisfactory then later give power 

to buy’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1941 - 1945 

microfilm)  

A second important factor relating to Missingham’s activities was the fact that the first 

works acquired by the AGNSW from an Aboriginal Artist was not the Pukumani Poles 

but in fact a work by Edwin Pareroultja, ‘Amielda Gorge’, a watercolour that was 

purchased by Missingham from Anthony Hordern’s Gallery in November 1947. This 

opportunity came during a short period of time when Missingham had the right to 

purchase and was given £250 to spend. It was also at about the same time that the 

legislation to provide citizenship for Australian Aboriginals was being discussed.  

In a newspaper clipping from the Herald, “Aboriginal Artists work on show by our art 

critic”, states: 

At Anthony Hordern’s art gallery there is an exhibition of watercolours by Edwin 

Pareroultja an aboriginal of the Western Arunta tribe. 

Like the better-known Albert Namatjira, he was discovered and helped by the 

Melbourne artist, Rex Batterbee. It is to be deplored that aborigines should be 

taught in the European manner. Rather should we instil in them a love and a 
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respect of the art of their forefathers, and encourage them in their national 

expression. That admittedly, is a primitive language. It speaks haltingly, and its 

range is the narrowest possible, but it has intensity and conviction. How tragic it 

would be were we to lose the art of Arnhem Land, for instance.  

With Pareroultja we have the panorama of Central Australia almost through the 

eyes of the sightseeing visitor. The attempted realisation of form does not grow 

into the sentiment of a tale. It has the finish and charm of a decoration, pure and 

simple.  

The artist has extraordinary talent far stronger than the technically more dextrous 

Namatjira. His colours, although they lose much with repetition, have a brilliance 

which is enchanting and an occasional sonority which is available - especially in 

such works as “MacDonnell’s from Ratjika”, ‘Apilkera, Haasts Bluff” “Evening 

Light”, “Palm Valley”, and “Haasts Bluff, MacDonnell Ranges”. 

The design here is arbitrarily divided into diagonals and horizontals, and 

decorated with stenographic dashes reminiscent of aboriginal art. One sees here a 

certain merging of methods - aboriginal and realism. The latter is unfortunate, and 

robs these works of meaning. (Herald “Aboriginal Artists work on show by our art 

critic”) 

A second article on the same exhibition was published the next day “Aboriginal Art 

Defended” in which Professor A.P. Elkins response was noted: 

Professor A.P. Elkin said yesterday that an art critic who had deplored aboriginal 

artists being taught in the European manner, saying they should be installed with 

love for the art of their forefathers, was using meaningless words. 
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Professor Elkin, who is professor of anthropology at Sydney University, was 

opening the exhibition of watercolours by Edwin Pareroultja at Anthony 

Hordern’s Art Gallery. Was the Aboriginal artist to take up the concentric circles 

and wavy lines of his forefathers? He asked. 

“Edwin Pareroultja, among others, is showing us that in art the aborigines can be 

our equal, and are making a valuable contribution to Australian Culture” he said. 

The exhibition showed that Pareroultja was among the best of Australian water 

colour form. (Herald “Aboriginal Art Defended”)  

The AGNSW in 1954 received criticism for not owning a work by Albert Namatjira 

who was a much more publicly favoured artist than Pareroultja. Missingham was known 

to have said that Namatjira would be considered when he came up to scratch. This was 

more a decision based on personal opinion at the time. Namatjira was considered more 

amateur because he appeared to paint like Rex Batterbee, who instructed him - once - in 

the beginning of Namatjira’s painting career. Pareroultja was considered more artistic in 

his approach than Namatjira who was thought of at the time by some, as a copyist. What 

was not appreciated was that Namatjira was painting his mother’s country, and it was 

that particular relationship that should have been of interest and not his technique or 

association to Batterbee. It was a possible reflection on art teaching at the time which 

focused on technique rather than on conceptualism. Conceptual art is more about ideas 

in art than materials and techniques. In the strictest sense, conceptual art was seen as a 

way of questioning what art is (Godfrey Conceptual Art, 4). However, on this occasion 

it should be seen as the idea of representational depiction. If Namatjira had used the 

symbols of classical Aboriginal art, these works might be seen through the power of 

dots and lines not as images of landscape. Nevertheless through Aboriginal 

representations they have the same meaning.  
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The other possible argument for allowing a watercolour by Pareroultja into the gallery 

was the close association to other works already in the collection. Being a watercolour 

painting of a landscape meant that it fitted into the established criteria for collecting. It 

seems a very diplomatic approach by Missingham to including a work by this particular 

artist in the collection. Though Namatjira was publicly recognised as an artist, in 

regards to the AGNSW and the history as we have seen so far, the choice of Pareroultja 

was safer. What is interesting today is how Namatjira is more familiar to art historians 

than Edwin Pareroultja.  

In European Vision and Aboriginal Art: Blindness and Insight in the Work of Bernard 

Smith Susan Lowish writes: 

When the individual lectures that constitute Place, Taste and Tradition were being 

written, one of a handful of Indigenous artists to have any kind of public profile 

was Albert (Elea) Namatjira. Smith worked on the professional staff at the Art 

Gallery of New South Wales from 1944 to 1954. He recalls, in an interview with 

Sylvia Kleinert, that ‘he could not accept Namatjira’s paintings because they 

seemed to fall within the conservative landscape tradition. Yet at the same time he 

felt ambivalent and guilty about his failure to applaud Namatjira’s achievements’. 

Kleinert notes that there was a public outcry in 1954 when it was discovered that 

the Art Gallery of New South Wales did not own a painting by Namatjira. 

(Lowish 62-72) 

In 1944 Bernard Smith had been loaned from the Department of Education to the 

AGNSW, writes Missingham, ‘engaged on the preparation of material for a book on 

Australian oil paintings in the collections’ (Missingham 113). As one of the first art 

historians leading the way in this area, the relationship between the AGNSW and his 
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first publication Place, Taste and Tradition: A Study of Australian Art since 1788 has 

yet to be considered, Smith published the following year in 1945. 

Bernard Smith was put to work producing a series of seven travelling exhibitions from 

1944 to 1945. These were known as country loans that is they were loans from the 

AGNSW to country art societies or Town Halls. The NSW Government advanced 

money to aid the project which might have been in line with the building of new schools 

and libraries. Smith was appointed to operate the service until 1948 when he left for 

Europe to continue his research (Missingham 113 - 114). On 18 December 1953, 

Bernard Smith produced a report for the trustees that catalogued the collection; it was 

noted that ‘no more important work had been done before in the gallery in recording the 

collection’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1941 - 1945 

microfilm). Smith also started writing on the history of Australian art as well as working 

on the catalogue at the AGNSW but even in more recent publications of Australian 

Painting, he had Terry Smith (no relation) write about Aboriginal art.  

At around the same time the gallery acquired the Pareroultja (1947), Margaret Preston 

had been writing to Missingham about the gifting of some sandstone sculptures made by 

two women from North Queensland, and though it can’t be confirmed, there is some 

suggestion in those letters that Preston was also participating in lectures at the gallery 

(Preston “Letter to Missingham” 25 April 1948). 

Hal Missingham must have had an early interest in Aboriginal art, or at least in 

diversifying the collection that was there, yet most references in the history of 

Aboriginal art in the AGNSW only refer to Tony Tuckson and the Mountford barks that 

were gifted by the Commonwealth Government to all state galleries in 1956. The first 

book to reference the beginning of the collection is the book produced for the opening 
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of the Yiribana Gallery, Yiribana: An Introduction to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Collection organised by Margo Neale in 1994 (Neale 13). 

By 1949 the role being played by the David Jones Art Gallery in both bringing modern 

art to Sydney via the Museum of Modern Art and its two exhibitions to include 

Australian Aboriginal art, 1941 and 1949, was important; but the number of exhibitions 

in other venues like Anthony Hordern’s should also be taken into account.  If we look at 

the number of exhibitions on Australian Aboriginal art at the time in Sydney we start to 

see how important it was that Missingham acquired that one work at the time. There 

appears to be a minor explosion of exhibitions of Australian Aboriginal art and while 

the 1980s might be considered the Boom its makings came from the late 1940s 

onwards. Aside from the exhibition at Anthony Hordern’s Fine Art Gallery where the 

Pareroultja was purchased in November 1947, the Studio of Realist Art held Exhibition 

of Watercolours by Australian Aboriginals in June 1947. Athenaeum Gallery in 

Melbourne held Watercolours by the Aranda Group of Aboriginal Artists in February 

1952 and David Jones Art Gallery held Aranda Artists in February 1955. In the 

exhibition boxes at the AGNSW Library there were eight invitations to exhibitions by 

Aboriginal Artists, sent to Missingham and Tuckson, in the 1950s.  

In this influx of events surrounding Aboriginal art we might include the airlines Qantas 

that started a long association with Australian Aboriginal art and the NSW Railway 

Department, that in January 1950 replaced photographs of ‘beauty spots’ with works of 

appropriated Australian Aboriginal designs from an artist in Killara. The works were 

produced by a non-Aboriginal artist Byrom Mansell, who was quoted in the Herald 

article “Aboriginal Designs Will Brighten Some of Our Modern Trains” stated:  

I take the symbols and from them I compose the panels in accordance with 

aboriginal folk-lore. I have given up all my conventional painting - landscapes 
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and suchlike - to concentrate on this work. I started to paint with oils in the 

ordinary way, but I destroyed all the panels I did like that. Since then I have used 

only actual aboriginal materials and implements. (Herald “Aboriginal Designs 

Will Brighten Some of Our Modern Trains”) 

Although issues of appropriation and the intention of the artist in using such icons need 

to be recognised, there is some suggestion that the town of Sydney or even perhaps the 

nation of Australia, had started to comfortably associate notions of identity with 

Australia Aboriginal imagery by this time. Though it should not suggest that this was an 

Aboriginal identity, but that such an association to Aboriginal art and culture made the 

new Australians, more Australian.  

In October 1950 Missingham was successful in getting a deputy director appointed 

although at the time the trustees wanted the position to be known as assistant-to-the-

director. It came with strong opposition from ‘one or two trustees’ who, writes 

Missingham, ‘claimed there was no need for any increase and tried every tactic they 

knew to delay or prevent it’ (Missingham 12). This new assistant was to be Tony 

Tuckson who was already working in the gallery as an attendant in that year. Tony 

Tuckson (1921 - 1973) was born in England and studied art between 1937 and 1939. 

During the war he was relocated to the RAF squadron in Australia, where he married 

and was sent back to the Britain in 1943. He returned to Sydney in 1945 and would 

complete his art training at East Sydney Technical College from 1947 until 1949. 

Tuckson’s interest in Aboriginal art ‘developed towards the end of his time as a student 

at East Sydney Technical College’ (Morphy 156). Tuckson was further influenced by a 

visit to the exhibition of Australian Aboriginal art, in 1949, at the David Jones Art 

Gallery.  
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 In “Aboriginal Art in the 1960s”, Howard Morphy writes that the David Jones Art 

Gallery was the ‘main outlet for modernist paintings, organised two major exhibitions 

of Aboriginal Art. Missionaries such as the Reverend Edgar Wells collaborated with 

Leonhard Adam and A.P. Elkin in promoting art from eastern Arnhem Land’ (Morphy 

156 - 157). In particular was the exhibition of 1949 of Aboriginal Art at the David Jones 

Gallery that Tuckson visited.  Tuckson’s wife Margaret, according to Morphy, 

remembers ‘Tony returning home that evening from the exhibition. He was excited 

about the art he had just seen and in particular by the bark paintings’ (156 -157). 

Tuckson’s appointment followed the appointment of Bill Boustead, who started at the 

AGNSW in 1947 as a ‘kind of handy-man’ and in 1954, became the conservator 

(Missingham 12). The research suggests that the AGNSW was the first state gallery to 

have a conservator. The final important addition would be the first member of curatorial 

staff, Daniel Thomas, who writes Missingham, started in ‘the general division to which 

he was appointed in 1958, to curator in 1966, which he had honour of being awarded 

one of the first Churchill fellowships in NSW’ (Missingham 12). Thomas was joined by 

Renee Free, who started in 1966 and was the first female to become an assistant curator 

in the AGNSW, and the first female of any influence in the history at the gallery.  

Missingham was also keen to promote a long series of local and overseas exhibitions of 

artist’s works. As well as ‘regular gallery activity’ in order for people to ‘participate 

more fully in the art of their contemporaries in a direct and meaningful way by seeing 

originals instead of reproductions’ (Missingham 12). 

Missingham writes: 

With the growth of public interest, constantly expanding exhibition programmes, 

the awakening of public consciousness in conservation and the endless paper 

work entailed in making department and other reports, little time or energy is left 
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the director and curatorial staff to attend the well-being and proper care and 

cataloguing of the collections in their charge.  

In twenty-five years the professional staff, from a beginning of two (a director and 

a restorer), had grown to five with the addition of a deputy director, a curator and 

an assistant, responsible amongst them for the multitudinous work looking after 

and recording oil paintings, watercolours, sculpture, drawings and prints, ceramics 

and an ever-growing collection of Asian and Aboriginal material. (Missingham 

13) 

The frustration and possibly the title of Missingham’s book, They Kill You in the End, 

might be directed at the length of time trustees remained on the board. The list starts 

with trustee John Sulman who served thirty-five years (1899 - 1934), Thomas Marshal 

who served thirty-two years (1903 - 1935), W.H. Ifould who served thirty-nine years 

(1921 - 1960) and B.J. Waterhouse who served thirty-six years (1922 - 1958). Under the 

Art Gallery Act of 1958 they were trustees for life (Missingham 24). Missingham 

writes: 

There was, however, written in the 1958 Act, a clause which stated that a 

trustee should be deemed to have vacated his office if he - 

(a) Dies; 

(b) Resigns his office in writing under his hand addressed to the Governor; 

(c) Becomes an insane person or patient or an incapable person within the meaning 

of the Lunacy Act 1898-1955; 

(d) Is absent from three consecutive ordinary meetings of the trustees of which 

notice has been given to him personally or in the ordinary course of post and is 

not before the expiration of six weeks after the last of six meetings excused by 

the trustees for his absence for such meetings etc.  



128 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

I was very hopeful of this last clause, but absent trustees were invariably 

excused and although many would let three meetings slide by without 

attendance, very few missed four in a row. (Missingham 24-25) 

Missingham concluded that ‘in the thirteen years to 1958 only five had taken advantage 

of sub-section (a)’ (Missingham 24-27).  After 1958 six of the more senior trustees were 

‘politely dropped’. The main issue with the trustees was that they were ‘far too 

gentlemanly’ and to purchase works there needed to be a vote of four trustees out of the 

thirteen with nominations to move and second the call before the vote could be passed 

(Missingham 25-27). There must have been an extraordinary amount of diplomacy 

needed to get the approval for the purchase of works by the trustees. Finding approval 

seems to be more the issue than funding.  

The trustees were happy to buy from the ‘Royal Art Society, the Society of Artists and 

the Australian Watercolour Institute in that order of preference’ (Missingham 27-28), 

but they would never consider the Contemporary Art Society which began in 1939. The 

first work purchased was not until 1946, after the CAS had established itself in the 

community and when ‘many of the earlier board members were retired or dead’ 

(Missingham 27-28). Eventually, after a long drawn out discussion over many months, 

Missingham was given £250 to spend, and in 1945 he used the entire vote to purchase a 

work by Russell Drysdale; it was only the second work by Drysdale to enter the 

collection at that time. In 1949 he purchased two paintings by Sidney Nolan Carron 

Plains and Pretty Polly Mine for ‘sixty-four guineas and forty-five guineas respectively’ 

(Missingham 28). Horrified the trustees soon relieved Missingham of his power to 

purchase. There were substantial things that needed to happen before Australian 

Aboriginal art could be accepted in the gallery, aside from Missingham’s right to 

purchase works (Missingham 28). 
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Other ongoing issues faced by Missingham were the way the trustees thought nothing of 

having the attendants relocate and rearrange the works on display. For a while 

Missingham was able to stave off the activity by getting the chief attendant to refer any 

requests for reinstallation of works by trustees to him but in 1947 the trustees created a 

sub-committee ‘to assist the director in the proper hanging of the gallery’ (Missingham 

28-29). Sydney Ure Smith resigned as trustee, in January of 1947, as a protest against 

the trustee’s disinterest in acquiring contemporary art. Ure Smith had proposed in 1941 

an exhibition of works by six artists that included Margaret Preston, William Dobell and 

John D. Moore, but was made to revert to his original proposal of an exhibition of 

contemporary art that was not to be confined to one artist. In 1943 an exhibition of 

works by Margaret Preston and William Dobell opened in March. That was about the 

extent of the contemporary modern art allowed in. The exhibition of Hans Heysen 

drawings which opened in October 1943 was considered more of a success, selling 1700 

copies of its catalogue (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 

for1941 - 1945 microfilm). 

When William Dobell was appointed trustee in 1944, the professional artists thought it a 

great opportunity to see change but he rarely ‘offered any kind of opinion’ and resigned 

in 1948 (Missingham 29). As far as the need for a good knowledge of art and the 

trustees, Missingham writes: 

Without exception Ministers for Education, Director-General of Education and 

members of the Public Service Board, were appointed trustees, all denied any 

knowledge of art as though it were a virtue in them. In spite of this they were 

seldom slow to give their opinions, more especially on the extreme forms of 

modernism...’ (Missingham 29) 
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So how did Australian Aboriginal art make it into the AGNSW, especially when it was 

publically considered ethnographic? For the most part, it seems the role of individuals 

and personal advocacy are important to consider. Locally David Jones Art Gallery had 

exhibited two shows that included Australian Aboriginal art in 1941 and 1949, and there 

were numerous exhibitions of bark paintings and watercolours by private galleries at the 

time as well. The trains displayed paintings that presented a version of Indigenous 

iconography, magazines used designs for covers and advertisement, and designers were 

using Indigenous iconography in their textiles. The nation was changing and with 

alterations to legislation in the late 1940s that gave new-born Australian Aboriginals 

citizenship in 1949, opportunities to influence the way the nation was framed, found 

influence through a few individuals.  

Outside of British and Australian art, one of the first challenges to changes in collecting 

was put forward by trustee John Sulman (1899 - 1934). Who, in 1900, asked the trustees 

to consider the purchase of ‘some’ applied arts. This was already identified in chapter 

two and will be expanded on here. Sulman’s actions suggest advocacy for art outside of 

the tradition of etchings, watercolours and oil painting that established the gallery 

collection up until this point.  

In The Sydney Patronage: 1890-1940, Heather Johnson writes:  

John Sulman, an acknowledged expert in applied arts, devoted a lot of energy to 

building up a collection of applied art after he was appointed to the Board of 

Trustees in 1915. Sulman was of the opinion that as a ‘national collection’ the 

Gallery should represent all types of art, and pursued this goal from 1909 until the 

1930s, endeavouring to have part of the Gallery set aside for the display of 

applied art and even offering to donate a large collection of work if the 

government would finance an addition to the Gallery to house it. Sulman used the 
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inadequate funding of the Gallery to rationalise the expenditure on applied art, 

which could be brought for much less than paintings. (Johnson 31) 

In August 1901 Sulman presents notes on fine and applied arts in order to obtain a vote 

to put £250 to its purchase by the London committee ‘for the purchase of special works 

of fine and applied art’(AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 

for1880 - 1891 microfilm). Sulman claimed that: 

Our collection is very strong in black and white, water colours and paintings, but 

very weak in almost all other forms of art. Being a National Art Gallery, all kinds 

should be represented, hence the resolution. The advantages of a good all round 

collection are three-fold. A. It will educate the Public. B. It will educate students. 

C. It will open a wider field to local artists.  (AGNSW Minutes of the New South 

Wales Academy of Art for1880 - 1891 microfilm) 

This eventually led to the opening of the Basement Court under the southern wing in 

1904, for the display and exhibition of the fine and applied arts, of educational use. 

Though this speculation for change in collecting is broad, it not only contributed debate 

around what to collect and who it should serve, but appears to educate the trustees in the 

process. Sulman was pushing for change up until the 1930s, which is when Aboriginal 

activists were pushing for recognition, making it important to this history. For the most 

part, the trustees were sticking to the policy of conservative collecting and Sulman 

along Sydney Ure Smith, were pushing for new trends, both going against the grain of 

the established institution of trustees. 

The next advocate, that might have influenced the purchase of works by Australian 

Aboriginals, was Margaret Preston. Although it might be impossible to gauge how 

much Margaret Preston’s art influenced people’s opinions on Australian Aboriginal art 

or whether we should even be thinking of displaying her works alongside bark paintings 
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as some state galleries have begun doing. Preston did write about Australian Aboriginal 

art in publications like Art in Australia - published by Sydney Ure Smith. She also 

lectured on art at the AGNSW - though it is unclear if she discussed Australian 

Aboriginal art - it is very possible that she talked about her trips to Northern Australia 

(Edwards 224).  Preston was an artist from Adelaide, whose passion was the 

development of a national Australian art, through Australian Aboriginal art. In 

Margaret Preston, Deborah Edwards writes that in 1947, with air travel opening up 

isolated regions of Australia, Margaret and her husband William spent six months 

travelling through Queensland, Central Australia, the Northern Territory and Western 

Australia, by plane and truck, to view ‘both Contemporary Aboriginal art and rock 

painting and carving sites’ (Edwards 224).  

It wasn’t just in Australia that the search for an individual national identity in art, 

removed from Europe, was taking place. During the 1930s and 40s artists like Jackson 

Pollock were exploring native American Indian sand paintings and other influences to 

find a way to identify with their America roots. So too was Preston’s interest in using 

Australian Aboriginal art to greater identify with Australia in the same context. While it 

is important to question the intention of artists who might appropriate Indigenous 

iconography and meaning into their own works, for this research we need to put that 

debate to one side. Preston was the only artist writing about Australian Aboriginal art at 

the time when its people were still invisible to mainstream Australia. She wrote four out 

of the six articles on Aboriginal art for art journal Art in Australia between 1916 and 

1942. Although she did write about the art as primitive, for many, that was the language 

of the day. The articles appeared in 1925, 1930, 1940 and 1941; the other two were by 

two anthropologists in 1935 and 1939. There was also an essay “An Art in the 

Beginning”, that was published by Sydney Ure Smith in the Society of Artists Book 

1945 - 1946 (Preston “An Art in the Beginning”, 14 -15). 
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In December 1947, just after the Pareroultja was purchased, Preston began writing to 

Hal Missingham that someone had found some sculptures in North Queensland and she 

had asked him to send them to the AGNSW. In April 1948 Margaret Preston writes of 

the three sculptural pieces, that they were carved from chalk using a pen knife. Two of 

the works were by Nora Nathan of Dajarra and a third was by Linda Craigie in North 

Queensland. Preston writes: 

I have been assured that they are self taught. One called ‘two ladies waiting’ white 

sandstone is by Mrs Linda Caighie - pure abo - the other two by Mrs Nora Nathan 

(a spot of white blood) “young girl [...] for her lover” and “the Emu Kill’ both in 

red sand stone. ‘If you do not want these I will present them to the Museum - but I 

think that they are a valuable possession as they are the beginning our Australian 

culture and almost impossible to get. [...] Carving the local sand stone - this is 

now dying out - these two people were the only ones we could find who did it... 

(Preston “Letter to Missingham” 25 April 1948) 

At the end she writes that she found some Goork-Goork paintings (it is hard to make out 

the writing but they might be bark paintings) but she thought them more suitable for the 

museum. Here we see a measure of personal advocacy and an understanding of the 

political position of the AGNSW at the time. It is possible that Preston who was friends 

with Fred McCarthy (from the Australia Museum) and Missingham might have felt a 

responsibility to the gallery and to the Australian Museum. To some extent it 

demonstrates a shift from protection to assimilation, through the works themselves. The 

assimilated works were deemed appropriate for the gallery and the more classical works 

suited the museum.  

The next link to the appearance of Australian Aboriginal art in the AGNSW was again 

with Missingham. In 1954 Missingham wrote an article “The Visual Arts”, for the 
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Meanjin Journal. He defined and highlighted the role of UNESCO, the United Nations 

Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, which had been in existence for eight 

years at the time of writing. UNESCO was trying to find a ‘new way of looking at the 

world, of trying to envisage it as a unit; a new approach to peace and security by 

promoting collaboration among nations through education, science and culture’ 

(Missingham “The Visual Arts”, 287-289). He believed that its greatest contribution in 

the visual arts is that it would enable ‘literally millions of people to become aware of 

the way in which others seek a solution to life through art’ (Missingham “The Visual 

Arts”, 287-289). 

UNESCO produced a number of books and pamphlets which dealt with art from various 

perspectives like art education and teachers aids. It also sponsored films on art and 

attempted to collect the best reproductions of fine art from all over the world. 

Missingham writes that the use of ‘factual, readable and understandable catalogues’ 

made it a valued place with tremendous capacity to inform anyone in the world on 

visual arts. In Australia, he writes ‘we have had, so far, exhibitions of  ‘Impressionism 

till today (1860 - 1949)’, ‘Painting Prior to 1860’, ‘Drawings by Leonardo da Vinci’, 

and for 1954 an exhibition of Japanese woodcuts’ (Missingham “The Visual Arts”, 287-

289). 

UNESCO collaborated with publishers and produced portfolios of works of art, such as 

the murals of Masaccio, works by Raphael in the Vatican, and ‘three others at the 

moment in preparation in consultation with the New York Graphic Society - Ancient 

Egyptian Art, Indian Art and Australian Aboriginal Art’(Missingham “The Visual Arts” 

287-289). Missingham writes that the last portfolio, Australian Aboriginal Art, is the 

‘outcome of many years’ of work by a working party set up by the Visual Arts 

Committee on the suggestion of Peter Bellew of the UNESCO Secretariat at a meeting 

in Sydney in 1949 (Missingham “The Visual Arts”, 287-289). 
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The portfolio was under the chairmanship of C. P. Mountford, Margaret Preston, 

Desiderius Orban, and Missingham who selected and designed the material and content 

of the portfolio, comprising of thirty-two full-page colour reproductions of bark 

paintings and a magnificent series of rock paintings, taken in colour at Oenpelli by W. 

Brindle, who with Mr. Mountford and Mr W. Harvey made a special expedition to the 

Northern Territory in October-November 1949.  They had hoped the Commonwealth 

Government would make funding available to produce the book but they were unable to 

convince the government of its work, and it was to be published by UNESCO in 

association with the New York Graphic Society (Missingham “The Visual Arts”, 287-

289). 

Missingham was writing to highlight a proposed agreement on the importation of 

educational, scientific and cultural materials, and the need to abolish import duties on 

books, newspapers, magazines, artworks, music scores, and articles for the blind. The 

agreement had already at the time of writing been signed by the United Kingdom and 

sixteen other nations, with fourteen signed but yet to ratify the treaty. Australia had 

done neither and Missingham was promoting the idea that ‘if this agreement can be 

carried through and accepted by member nations it will be of inestimable value in 

making the free interchange of cultural ideas available to man everywhere’ 

(Missingham “The Visual Arts”, 287-289). 

On the gallery front, the directors of state art galleries, starting with the AGNSW and 

NGV joined together to support one-another in improving their position to the trustees 

in their respective galleries.  In They Kill You In The End, Missingham writes: 

State Galleries were, like the various states themselves, often in conflict and Daryl 

Lindsay and I began in 1947 to consider how they all might work together on 

common problems. A meeting was called in Melbourne in August 1948 at which 
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it was decided to hold annual conferences of the interstate directors in succeeding 

State galleries, the chairman in each case being the director of the gallery in which 

the conference was held. At the Melbourne meeting only Lindsay, Louise 

McCubbin from Adelaide and myself were present, Boards of Trustees being 

suspicious that their directors were contemplating some extension of their own 

powers. (Missingham “They Kill You in the End”, 92) 

It resulted in the second gift of works by Australian Aboriginal artists presented to each 

state art gallery. A series of eight barks and sixteen drawings on paper from the 

Commonwealth Government of Australia that came out of an American and Australian 

Expedition to Arnhem Land in 1948, collected by Charles Mountford, one of the 

members of the expedition. In “The Cross-Cultural Art Museum in Australia”, Gerard 

Vaughan writes: 

In 1952 Daryl Lindsay lobbied the federal minister for the Interior for the 

provision of 25 bark paintings in the possession of the federal entities, and in due 

course eight were gifted to the Gallery. Lindsay wrote this: ‘Although in the past 

the majority of these have been collected by natural history museums for 

ethnological purposes, it has long been my view that their artistic merit is such 

that a number of them should be shown in the Art Galleries throughout Australia’. 

(Vaughan 266) 

The sense is that Lindsay and Missingham were working together on this request for 

bark paintings. The Minutes of the 28 September 1956 note that twenty-four bark 

paintings had been presented to the gallery by the Commonwealth government. 

Mountford talked about the drawings as barks, hence the number at twenty-four barks.  

It was agreed in the ‘minutes of the 1955 - 56 interstate Directors Conference, and later 
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by trustees, that the paintings be accepted’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales 

Academy of Art for1956 - 1957 microfilm).  

In addition to this was the gradual collection of works of art for an Oriental art display 

area. The collection was initiated by the gifting of a few pottery and porcelain objects 

during the 1879 Sydney International. By 1936 a committee for the applied arts had 

begun holding meetings and a part of those meetings was a loan exhibition of Chinese 

bronzes, early earthenware and porcelain that was being arranged by Captain 

Humphrey’s-Davies (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 

for1929 - 1937 microfilm). By 1946 Missingham’s report to the trustees suggests that a 

series of Chinese scroll paintings to be loaned by a Mrs Garnett Malley were awaiting 

inspection and advice by Professor E.G.Waterhouse as ‘to suitability for exhibition’ 

(AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1941 - 1945 microfilm). 

It followed with a reference to ‘Japanese prints with progressive from Dr Piddington’, 

who agreed to exhibit them, as well as Balinese Art from the director of the Javanese 

Art Museum, S. Koperburg (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art 

for1941 - 1945 microfilm). Here Asian art - as an Oriental art display - had been 

established, though not in large quantities, its place was already a part of the collection.   

Despite the fact that all of these events contribute to change, the main stimulus for the 

collection policy to include works by Australian Aboriginal art was more likely in line 

with the dismantling of the White Australia policy from 1949 to 1973. In “Ngariarty: 

Speaking Strong”, Wayne Atkinson writes this was merely a shifted in perspective from 

protection to assimilation into the mainstream of Australian society (W. Atkinson 296). 

The NSW Aborigines Protection Board existed from 1883 to 1942. During the 1930s 

the power of the board allowed for the segregation and control over their everyday lives 

and control over the movements of residents both on the reserve as well as off them (W. 

Atkinson 296). It was reflected in the English relationship to American Indian, as well 
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as to First Nation peoples in Canada. However, according to Atkinson, in Australia, the 

reserves became ‘important enclaves of indigenous political resistance and survival’ 

(297). By 1937, the first Aboriginal organisation, the Aborigines Progressive 

Association had formed in Sydney, with a sister organisation of in Melbourne. They 

demanded rights for Aboriginal people and were responsible for raising awareness 

within mainstream society (W. Atkinson 310). Atkinson writes that the organisations 

rejected what they saw as oppressive policies of protection and assimilation, demanding 

the rights to full citizenship (W. Atkinson 310).  They also demanded ‘social justice and 

racial equality’ and the ‘issue of land rights and compensation were at the front of their 

demands’ (W. Atkinson 310).  

Over nearly a decade in the AGNSW, from 1947 to 1956, there was very little added to 

the collection of Australian Aboriginal art. The Pareroultja from 1947, the sandstone 

sculptures from Preston in 1948, and the Commonwealth Mountford Barks of 1956 

were the only works in the gallery at the time. While Charles Mountford set about doing 

a lecture tour of the United States, promoting his work with the expedition of 1948, and 

possibly increasing an interest in Australian Aboriginal culture by American 

philanthropists. Albert Namatjira died before his time, in 1959, in what was considered 

extraordinary and unforgiving circumstances. As the first Australian Aboriginal to 

receive citizenship for his talents as an artist, the isolation it brought him from his 

family, created more trouble and later imprisonment before he died. Namatjira was 

thought to have changed the public’s perspective of Australian Aboriginals and the 

news media’s keen interest in his story, suggest that this was a crucial point in black - 

white relations. It brought to the attention of mainstream Australia, the living conditions 

of Australian Aboriginals and an increased recognition of the political struggle facing 

Aboriginal people to the world. This was a very slow and complex transformation of 

public opinion during this period of history. Yet as a national debate, the issues facing 
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Australian Aboriginals was possibly the main stimulus that brought Australian 

Aboriginal art into the gallery at that time. The real issue during this period was that 

Aboriginal art required the financial support of a patron to really get Australian 

Aboriginal art activated in the AGNSW. If Missingham struggled for the right to 

purchase works generally, he would certainly not be in the position to use funds for 

Australian Aboriginal art at this time. It might be speculated that had the funds arrived 

earlier, along with someone who had extraordinary access to remote Australia, the 

gallery might have seen an increase in the number of works in its collection before this 

time. Though again the level of advocacy provided by patrons is increased when they 

themselves can easily access the art in question.  

With most of the avant-garde art to enter state art galleries at one time or another, 

needing a financial backer to bring about change. In the history of the AGNSW, for 

example, patrons like Howard Hinton, who was also a trustee gifted around 122 pictures 

to the gallery. Hinton was renowned for donating a substantial number of works not 

only to the AGNSW, but to the Armidale Teacher’s College. There is some suggestion 

that Hinton was not entirely happy with the attitudes of the trustees and turned his focus 

to donating works to the Armidale Teacher’s College alone. With regard to Aboriginal 

art in the gallery, it was Dr Stuart Scougall who provided the greatest stimulus for the 

early collection to expand as it did.  

In “Aboriginal Art in the 1960s” Howard Morphy writes that Scougall’s interest in 

Aboriginal art developed through his research as an orthopaedic surgeon. Morphy 

writes: 

From a current perspective his research interest could seem a little whimsical and 

arcane - he used the facility of Aboriginal Australians to stand on one leg as a 

source of comparative data on human balance. In the course of his research he 
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visited the Tiwi Islands. He had a critical and sceptical mind and became a strong 

advocate for Aboriginal art within his circle of friends. He argued that Aboriginal 

art had a place in the art gallery and the Pukumani poles of the Tiwi should be 

recognised as significant works of Australian art. (Morphy 157) 

Morphy goes on to say that it was a friend who suggested Scougall should talk to Tony 

Tuckson at the gallery, as it was thought the deputy director had similar views. A 

friendship developed through a regular game of tennis and eventually Scougall made the 

initial approach of suggesting the gallery acquire some Tiwi art. Morphy writes 

‘Tuckson’s initial response was positive, but he argued that the gallery had no funds 

available for such a purchase. Scougall replied that he would take care of that. The 

collaboration between Scougall and Tuckson was established’ (Morphy 157). 

In October 1957 Scougall presented a group of Aboriginal carvings and ‘other items’ as 

the minutes record it. This included four small wooden figures carved by an artist 

known as ‘Stephen’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1956 

- 1957 microfilm). There was also mention in the Minutes of Scougall’s trip to Melville 

Island, one of the Tiwi Islands near Darwin in the Northern Territory. The Minutes note 

that before Scougall left for that trip, he suggested that the trustees acquire an example 

of a carved post used in the Melville Island funeral ceremonies, and that at the time the 

trustees had agreed to the cost of transportation from Northern Australia to the gallery. 

Scougall had returned with a letter explaining the details of the ceremony and a 

recommendation that the trustees acquire a number between twelve and sixteen of the 

posts to ‘make a complete and spectacular exhibit such as far as he knew was not set up 

anywhere’ (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1956 - 1957 

microfilm). 
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The Minutes read: 

The posts are axed sculptures almost all in abstract with an occasional post 

sharing a symbolic approach. They are elaborately painted with representational 

abstract and geometrical patterns. The post would make a most significant 

addition to the small collection of aboriginal art now in possession of the gallery. 

(AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1956 - 1957 

microfilm) 

  Figure 3.1   

 

The vote was put forward by Dundas and seconded by E.G. Waterhouse that they 

should be purchased and that Missingham should take the necessary action with 

Scougall to have them delivered; each post cost £10. The importance of this action was 

that it became the stimulus that gave Tony Tuckson the opportunity to go with Scougall 

to Melville Island in July of 1958. The trustees and the Minister for Education gave 

permission for Tuckson to take working leave for ten days on the agreement that 

Scougall would pay his expenses (AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy 

of Art for1956 - 1957 microfilm). 

By 1959 Scougall had presented a series of six painted baskets to complete the grave 

posts display. Scougall proposed that he attend the gallery to make the official 

presentation to the gallery. This was a serious new trend that was being set down by the 

gallery. They even had a television crew film the arrival of the Pukumani to the gallery 

Figure 3.1 installing the 
Pukumani poles in the 
gallery in 1958. A stand 
had to be designed to hold 
the poles that are usually 
dug into ground. Image 
sourced from the 
AGNSW. 
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and the plan was for a second filming of the opening, which took place on the 18 June 

1959. The gifts were presented to trustee Ifould. The Pukumani had arrived in January 

of 1959 and had already been assembled as an exhibition in Court 8, making the works 

a valuable contribution to the way Australian art history was presented to the public 

(AGNSW Minutes of the New South Wales Academy of Art for1956 - 1957 microfilm). 

The barks and eventually the Pukumani poles (Tutini) would be placed according to 

Alan Lloyd in ‘the first room of the Australian permanent collection with the bark 

paintings thus putting them in the ‘politically right context’ of being the ‘first art’ of 

Australia...then it went on into the colonial collection’ (Lloyd “Message to Vanessa 

Russ”). The writing of art history has reflected some of this debate in works by William 

Moore A Story of Australian Art: From the earliest known Art of the Continent to the 

Art of To-day and Herbert E. Badham A Study of Australian Art. However, the general 

reading of art history given by Bernard Smith in Australian Painting: 1788 - 1960 and 

Robert Hughes Australian Art, appear to have removed the Aboriginal representations, 

focusing only on white men with a sprinkling of white women. Although with 

assistance from Terry Smith, Bernard Smith returned Aboriginal art to his Australian 

Painting publication in the 1990 reprint. This might demonstrate events in the gallery. 

Its history founded on the ideas of new Australian-born men can still be visibly seen in 

its 19th Century Australian Art Court displays and its re-instatement of Aboriginal art in 

the 1990s. This intense purchasing of Aboriginal art during the late 1950s to early 1960s 

was completely left of field to the historicity of the gallery.  

In August 1959 Scougall had written to the trustees, sending an enclosed cheque for 

£500 to purchase a selection of bark paintings from Yirrkala, north east of Darwin. It 

was also to pay for Tuckson’s fare. The Minutes also note that an invitation from the 

Aboriginal-Australian Fellowship had asked if the trustees would be interested in seeing 

some of the younger members of the Alice Springs School of Aboriginal Painters that 
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were submitted by Rex Batterbee. Though no mention of purchase was made at this 

time, the trustees did look into it.  On the 23 October 1959 Tony Tuckson presented the 

trustees with a report on his trip to Arnhem Land with Scougall. The trustees 

appreciated the report enough to suggest a slight alteration to its form for a future issue 

of the Art Gallery Bulletin. At that same meeting Tuckson mentioned that Scougall 

asked to borrow a number of bark paintings to show at his home for one day (AGNSW 

Minutes Book New South Wales Academy of Art 1959 -1960 microfilm). Tuckson also 

showed the trustees several of the barks that were acquired during the trip. It seems that 

Tuckson and Missingham provided an extensive educational approach with Australian 

Aboriginal art and the trustees. The minutes in this period in the AGNSW history 

contains much more information on Aboriginal art works being gifted or purchased for 

the gallery collection, than any other time in its history of the gallery.  

By December 1959 Scougall presented an additional four bark paintings with the title 

and the name of the artist included, and they were placed in the annual exhibition of 

acquisitions for 1959 with their price. The trend of not collecting the makers name was 

one that had occurred during the collection of Aboriginal art for natural history 

museums, the value of the maker was not as important to museums that saw the group 

as the maker and not the individual. Museums also focused on the objects cultural 

significance rather than its contemporaneity as art. The change to include the artist’s 

name was really a part of gallery practice and it was thought to be as important for these 

works as with any other. The works were Two Legendary Ancestors, Dream Prior to 

Circumcision Ceremony by Dainanan; Dreaming Prior to Circumcision Ceremony 

showing ceremonial ground by Bilinara; Small Non Edible Grub by Gimijo; from the 

Wauwalak Sister’s Myth Kunapipi ceremony by Dowdi and Unknown Subject- 

Diamond Pattern (AGNSW Minutes Book New South Wales Academy of Art 1959 -

1960 microfilm). Only the last work appeared without a name, as Scougall had 
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forgotten who it was. There are other works within the AGNSW Aboriginal Art 

Collection that are nameless, but they were the barks donated by the Commonwealth in 

1956. The other reason that details might be missing in the collection are that Tuckson 

had not prepared sufficient notes on the works as acquired. The sense is that he had a 

wealth of knowledge but did not write much of it down (Free “Message to Vanessa 

Russ”). 

A part of the cheque donated by Scougall was an amount of £200 for bark paintings. 

Considering the works above were priced at from £2 to £4 each, it’s no wonder that the 

collection was substantial within such a short period of time (AGNSW Minutes Book 

New South Wales Academy of Art 1959 -1960 microfilm). While it doesn’t seem like a 

lot of money, what should be considered is that gallery was paying in money, directly to 

the artists, who it might be said, were a part of a niche market in the art world at the 

time. The other important aspect to consider was that the earliest agents in the 

Aboriginal art trade were missionaries. The practice of withholding funds as back pay 

for living expenses was common. The sense was that Australian Aboriginal people since 

the 1860s were considered incompetent in handling money, resulting in tight control by 

those in charge of missions and Aboriginal reserves. Sandra Le Burn Holmes writes 

about this in Yirawala: Painter of the Dreaming (1992). Writing that from ‘1860’ to 

‘1911 Aborigines were placed under local “protectors” who handled all property and 

money. Aborigines had no rights at all’ (Le Burn Holmes, 8). The Pukumani, for 

example, came to be in the gallery, through the process of commissioning a work that is 

common practice today. During this period and particularly by the 1970s the sense of 

self-determination made such an exchange common practice.  

By 1960 the first bark paintings commissioned from Yirrkala were acquired and 

included, Paper Barks at Trial Bay by Bunungu for £8. The meeting of 26 August 1960 

noted that the exhibition of Australian Aboriginal Art, 1960 - 61, organised by Tuckson, 
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had opened on the 17 August, had met with favourable comments and that the ‘Director 

be complimented on the excellent design and appearance of the showcase’ (AGNSW 

Minutes Book New South Wales Academy of Art 1959 -1960 microfilm). Though this 

might be seen as the first exhibition in the AGNSW, the sense is that the collection had 

enough weight behind it to merit an exhibition that might travel to other venues. During 

the exhibition they sold 1018 catalogues and saw an estimated 10 000 people attend. 

Missingham had a set of twenty transparencies of around thirty of the works made up 

and paid for by the other state galleries who would take the exhibition with some 

funding from universities and the Commonwealth Office of Education. In the 

“Forward”, for Australian Aboriginal Art: Bark Painting, Carved Figures and 

Sacred/Secular Objects, Hal Missingham writes: 

This exhibition is the first major showing by State Art Galleries of this unique 

form of art. For the first time the paintings have been chosen for their aesthetic 

significance by a painter, rather than for their anthropological interest. Mr J. A. 

Tuckson, Deputy Director of the Art Gallery of New South Wales, has been solely 

responsible for the whole organisation and presentation of the exhibition and its 

catalogue. [...] 

Aboriginal art, like all living and vital art, is changing. It would now be 

impossible and wrong to expect to acquire works in exactly the style of those 

already in Museum and University collections. In the present exhibition are many 

of the finest works from early and recent Australian public collections; mainly 

examples from Arnhem Land and areas nearby. The earliest painting is from the 

Sir Baldwin Spencer Collection of 1912, and the most recent from the Beswick 

Creek area, acquired this year by the Art Gallery of New South Wales. This is a 

unique exhibition of a vital and rewarding art which has been practised, and still is 
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practised, by a people with one of the oldest and most deeply integrated forms of 

cultural life known to us. (Missingham “Forward”, 7)  

The works on loan for the Australian Aboriginal Art exhibition in 1960 - 61 were not 

only the Ronald and Catherine Berndts personal collection but also from the collections 

of Charles P. Mountford, the South Australian Museum, the National Gallery of South 

Australia, Australian Institute of Anatomy in Canberra, the National Museum of 

Victoria and the National Gallery of Victoria, the University of Western Australia, the 

West Australian Museum and West Australian Art Gallery, the Australian Museum in 

Sydney and of course the Art Gallery of New South Wales.  

In Modernism & Australia: Documents on Art, Design and Architecture 1917 - 1967, 

Stephen, McNamara and Goad write: 

Tuckson had been impressed with Ronald and Catherine Berndt’s 1957 exhibition 

‘Australian Aboriginal Art: Arnhem Land paintings on bark and carved human 

figures’ at the Western Australian Museum, Perth, because it identified individual 

artists and stylistic traditions. Tuckson subsequently invited anthropologist 

Ronald M. Berndt to edit a lavishly illustrated book, Australian Aboriginal Art, 

based on Tuckson’s 1960 exhibition and containing essays from leading 

anthropologists A. P. Elkin, F. D. McCarthy, C.P. Mountford and T.G.H. 

Strehlow. Tuckson’s own contribution - as ‘J.A. [John Anthony] Tuckson’ - the 

book shifted the emphasis from anthropology to art, but unfortunately relations 

became acrimonious after Berndt edited Tuckson’s essay and attached his 

approach in an epilogue. While both were concerned with how Europeans could 

best appreciate abstract Aboriginal imagery, Berndt accused Tuckson of 

overemphasising individualism and a ‘universal language’ and not taking ‘the 

cultural background...seriously into account’. Berndt deleted several paragraphs 
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from Tuckson’s essay on cultural contact and qualified its major argument for the 

contemporary importance of seeing Aboriginal art as art. (Stephens, McNamara 

and Goad, 744-745) 

The AGNSW archive boxes that hold Tuckson’s papers contain the original essay 

“Aboriginal Art and the Western World”, 1964, as well as a pamphlet and a notebook 

on a three-day adult course that was held at the University of Sydney, “Archaeology and 

Australian Pre-history”, that included a variety of issues on Aboriginal Australia. There 

were lectures by N.B. Tindale on “An Interpretative Excavation in Detail”, R.V.S. 

Wright lectured on “The Environment: The last 20 000 Years and the Problems of 

Prehistory”, J.V.S. Megaw lectured on “The Contribution of the Archaeologist” and 

D.J. Mulvaney lectured on “Progress in Prehistory - An assessment” among others. 

They also had a visit to the Macleay Museum. The course ran 5 - 7 October 1963 and 

when we place this together with Tuckson’s notes we see that he was not coming from a 

position of ignorance to the field of ethnography and anthropology as was suggested. 

He was making a clear reference to the above course he attended in 1963 and writing 

from an artist’s perspective on the art of Australian Aboriginals as he saw it. 

It is unclear why Tuckson gave the editorial position to Ronald Berndt. The argument 

surrounding the lack of interest in Australian Aboriginal art by art critics and art writers 

might be linked to the role played by anthropologists in the inauguration of Aboriginal 

art into the Australian art world, convincing the public that without cultural knowledge, 

the works would be meaningless. The effect would be that the Aboriginal perspectives 

introduced over time would also appear invisible to anthropological opinions of the day 

and is therefore associated to the writing out of other societies in texts that has been 

occurring for centuries. There are signs that this might be changing, but it is important 

to remember that this was happening in the 1960s.  
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Scougall continued to present works to the gallery. In November 1961 he presented 

twenty-three bark paintings, one hollow-log bone post and three fish shaped totem 

objects. He had also wanted to present six paintings but they were already in the Qantas 

travelling exhibition which was touring around the world.  

When the question of storage for the growing number of works, was raised by trustee 

Varecoe, it was Tuckson (possibly in the role of acting director as Missingham may 

have been overseas at this time) who replied, that there ‘would not be very much more 

good quality Aboriginal art to be acquired’ and it was ‘wise’ to accept all the offerings 

and maybe in five years time some of the ‘specimens’ might be reviewed and 

‘transferred to the museum and other educational institutes’ (AGNSW Minutes Book 

New South Wales Academy of Art 1959 -1960 microfilm). The sense is that, while 

Tuckson appreciated the works of Australian Aboriginal artists, it was not the only work 

that he was interested in acquiring for the collection, hence, the title of Primitive art that 

was given to the collection.  

The second major acquisition to be purchased by Missingham and Tuckson was an offer 

made to the AGNSW by Reverend Edgar A. Wells a missionary who had been 

associated with Australian Aboriginals for a long period of time and was nearing 

retirement. Wells offered the gallery some seventy items of ‘Aboriginal cultural 

significance’ (AGNSW Minutes Book New South Wales Academy of Art 1959 -1960 

microfilm) and eighteen bark paintings for a total of £350. It’s possible that this 

collection had been used for one of the David Jones Art Exhibitions, though the 

research is unclear.  

In the Minutes of the meeting of 29 November 1961: 

In his letter and notes Mr Wells writes: “some of them are the finest products of 

the cultural skill of the aboriginal in his pre-European contact days...none were 



149 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

asked for - all came from basic native ceremonial necessity and will be seen to be 

most superior in technical execution.  

The most important aspect of the collection is its large number of ceremonial 

objects, Totem objects of the area are amongst the most interesting and beautiful 

things made by the aborigine. They are difficult to obtain and even with the most 

persistent collecting it would probably be impossible for us to acquire the varied 

type of works offered by Mr. Wells.  

Our collection of Milingimbi bark paintings is superior in number and quality to 

any of those in the museum and art galleries in Australia. The acquisition of Mr 

Wells collection would make it outstanding.  

We strongly recommend the purchase of the collection subject to its being 

inspected and found to be in accord with the catalogue description. Price £350 is 

very reasonable. (AGNSW Minutes Book New South Wales Academy of Art 1959 

-1960 microfilm) 

Due to its sensitive nature the Wells Collection is thought by some to be difficult to 

exhibit today, however, some of the works have been displayed in the Yiribana Gallery. 

Further research is needed to determine the true value of this collection to an Aboriginal 

art history. For the most part, this demonstrates that the AGNSW holds this collection 

as cultural heritage, and while restrictions are in place, there might be ways around 

viewing this collection to assess its importance in its entirety, if managed well. In 

January 1962 Hal Missingham and Tony Tuckson had both inspected the collection and 

made an offer of £375 for the whole collection. The Reverend was ‘delighted’ that the 

‘irreplaceable objects would now be available to a much wider audience’ (AGNSW 

Minutes Book New South Wales Academy of Art 1959 -1960 microfilm). 
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In 1959 Missingham proposed that the trustees should ‘honour certain Australian artists 

with a full scale retrospective exhibition where they were nearing fifty years of age and 

were seen to have been notable talents and influence’ (Missingham, They Kill You in the 

End,  58). On this matter the trustees agreed enthusiastically, and again on the 

recommendation of Missingham approved that Russell Drysdale was the first artist 

invited to participate. Missingham writes that Daniel Thomas produced a catalogue 

which served as the model for all the retrospectives of Australian art from that point 

onwards (Missingham, They Kill You in the End, 58).  

This followed with an exhibition of 223 paintings by William Dobell, covering the 

period from 1926 until 1964 when it opened. Missingham writes, ‘we knew that there 

would be tremendous public interest but were hardly prepared for what happened. 

Queues besieged the gallery every day and the weekends were bedlam’ (Missingham, 

They Kill You in the End, 59). They sold 10 000 catalogues in thirteen days and 

followed with an additional 15 000 which sold just as quickly. The attendance figures as 

referenced by Missingham were around 168 362 visitors over the month it opened, not 

counting children (Missingham, They Kill You in the End, 60). Considering the history 

of Australian art in the AGNSW, it is no surprise that it fared better than the Australian 

Aboriginal Art exhibition in 1961.  

 

It seems from around 1964 - 65 the collection shifted away from Aboriginal art, having 

acquired 182 gifts from Dr Stuart Scougall alone and not including the Wells 

Collection. This shift in collecting from Australian Aboriginal influences to Melanesian 

might have been for several reasons. Scougall died in 1964 about the same time another 

patron Stan Moriarity began presenting the AGNSW with works from the Melanesian 

and Papua New Guinea region. Although some of the annual reports during the 1960’s 

suggest that primitive art had some funding available it is unclear how much was spent 
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on purchasing works and how much was directed to other events. It is possible that the 

small amount of funding was spent on exhibitions, though more research is required.  

In 1966 Tuckson organised an exhibition of Melanesian Art at the gallery. Tuckson and 

his wife Margaret also went for a trip to Papua New Guinea to look at the art of the 

region and Moriarity promised to gift his personal collection to the AGNSW over time.  

It seems that the personal advocacy changed, though works by Aboriginal artists 

continued to appear in the acquisitions, it was not in the numbers seen previously.  

In regards to Australian Aboriginal art and the projects for a national gallery in 

Canberra, there appears to have been a sudden shift in advocacy, especially with the 

release of the Lindsay Report in 1966.  In “The Cross-Cultural Art Museum in 

Australia”, Gerard Vaughan writes: 

Sir Daryl Lindsay (who had retired as director of the National Gallery of Victoria 

in 1955) was appointed by the federal government to chair a committee charged 

with producing a report on the collecting policies and aspirations for a new 

national gallery in Canberra. The 1966 Lindsay Report concluded that the 

Australian Indigenous holdings need not be extensive, and recommended instead 

that attention be given to the visual cultures of Oceania and especially Melanesia. 

This also reflected recent developments at the Art Gallery of New South Wales, 

where attention had turned from Indigenous Australia to Oceania. The growing 

collection of the Australian National Gallery in Canberra did include some major 

bark acquisitions in the 1970s, but not paintings of the Papunya Tula School. 

(Vaughan 268 - 269)  

In 1962 Australian Aboriginals were given the right to vote. From 1963 until 1972 the 

‘government modified its assimilation policy to one of integration, through which it 

purported to recognise the right to Aborigines to ‘choose’ to assimilate’ (Bayne 122). 
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The practical changes required by Australian Aboriginals took a long time to come 

around after the referendum in 1967 and in some ways it wasn’t until the reformist 

Whitlam Government came to power in 1972 that a new radicalisation in politics really 

turned the page (Heiss and Minter, 5). This included the Racial Discrimination Act 

1975, which ‘significantly restricts the capacity of state and territory legislatures to 

discriminate adversely against Aboriginal people’ (Bayne 120).  

In the gallery it still required insider advocacy and private funding to make changes and 

to increase the collection. It might be accepted that at this time, due to its difference in 

appearance to Australian art, Australian Aboriginal art was still not fully integrated into 

the Australian art context, but seen as an appendage. With almost seventy years of 

White Australia indoctrination, the weight of opinion and the established history of the 

gallery would have made it impossible to see Aboriginal art as Australian art. By now 

Australian art was a national identity, the inclusion of Aboriginal art made in Australia, 

would only question this version of national identity. Its place in the gallery remained in 

flux without a permanent exhibition space, but more importantly, Australian Aboriginal 

art, like all the various divisions of a state art gallery needed the strength of good 

leadership and advocacy for it to grow.  

The next event to contribute to the growth of Australian Aboriginal art was the need to 

expand the exhibition space of the entire gallery, initiated by Hal Missingham. Not only 

did it contribute to greater display areas for the permanent collection, but it also allowed 

Tony Tuckson to advocate for a permanent space for the Primitive Art Collection.  

  Figure 3.2  

Figure 3.2 was the original board 
room at the AGNSW before the 
1972 extensions.  This room became 
additional exhibition space; it might 
be recognised as the old court in the 
southern wing.   
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In Art Gallery of New South Wales: Changing Shape Changing Function 1871 - 1988, 

Cecilia Alfonso writes that when Hal Missingham returned from a six month tour of 

museums and galleries overseas in 1960, he reported a strong trend of ‘modernising 

existing cultural institutions and creating new ones’ (Alfonso 101). It was argued that it 

was about time that Sydney caught up with the rest of the world and remodelled the 

AGNSW to meet world standards. Missingham’s proposal was for a ‘new three storey 

air-conditioned wing at the eastern side of the site and for remodelling and in some 

cases rebuilding a number of contemporary courts’ (Alfonso 101). The then New South 

Wales State Government and Premier Bob Heffron with pressure from both its own 

ranks with the likes of Neville Wran as well as the opposition approval for remodelling 

of the entrance court and getting the Government Architect to draw up ‘preliminary 

sketch plans for the addition of an air-conditioned wing at the rear of the Gallery’ 

(Alfonso 102). The remodelling was completed in 1963 and in 1964 the plans to extend 

the gallery were accepted by the government; however it was an election year and the 

change of government brought in Robin Askin and the project was shelved (Alfonso 

102). 

In records of an interview that Renee Free did with Andrew Anderson, the architect, in 

1988, for a publication on Tony Tuckson. Anderson said that ‘Hal made a brief world 

tour in 1961. He provided the first brief - a kind of six-page, well-argued philosophical 

tactic. It was not specific technically, just “we need conservation, library etc” (Free 

“Interview with Andrew Anderson”). The building project would take a decade before 

completion. Anderson says that there was a false start in 1965 before he came to the 

project, Peter Webber had developed a plan in about 1963, a ‘different concept, for a 

Captain Cook Wing at the back, and then something done to the temporary section’ 

(Free “Interview with Andrew Anderson”). In 1964 Anderson came to work under Peter 
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Webber, having spent two years overseas from 1965 to 1967, one year at Yale 

University, and one year in London. This would have given him ample knowledge of 

what Missingham meant by meeting world standards. When work started on the 

extensions in early 1968 it was thought to be a rushed job with the opening intended for 

1970. Tony Tuckson was appointed the gallery liaison. Anderson said that ‘Hal felt 

Tony was the one involved with installation of exhibitions - that Tony had the practical 

experience of mounting exhibitions. He thought Tony knew the nuts and bolts of 

running an art gallery. So the initial discussion was with Tony’ (Free “Interview with 

Andrew Anderson”). Daniel Thomas got involved later but ‘was principle advocate of 

the old scheme’ (Free “Interview with Andrew Anderson”). 

 

  Figure 3.3  

When completed in 1972 the new wing was as Alfonso writes ‘unashamedly modern 

but retained congruity in height and materials with the old building’ (Alfonso 103 -104). 

The new wing would accommodate the recent works while the old wings would be 

restored to their original colours and hold the older works in the collection (Alfonso 103 

-104). The extensions in height matched the old building but it provided an additional 

four levels of space not counting the service installations on the roof. The three main 

levels were the basement, ground and first floor which contributed to the additional 

Figure 3.3 is known as the 19th 
Century Australian Court. The 
foreground shows the transition to 
the new extensions. This image 
was photographed by Vanessa 
Russ, in 2012. 
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hanging space. The design was handled in consultation with the gallery staff, with 

contemporary purchases in mind, but mainly as space for ‘modern projects, showings, 

exhibitions, lectures and films, as well as for storage, conservation, administration and 

public amenities including the restaurant’ (Alfonso 104). 

 

 Figure 3.4  

This would be the first time the gallery had sufficient public toilets. The space itself 

doubled to 53 000 square feet, with the sub-basement and the plant room (housing the 

air-condition unit) adding an additional 30 000 square feet to the service space. Courts 

2, 3, 4, and 5 were demolished. The final cost of the build was $A3 million dollars 

instead of the estimated $A2 million and instead of opening on the 22 August 1970 in 

time for the Bicentenary it opened on the 2 May 1972. By the opening, Hal Missingham 

was camped on the Nullarbor Plain after resigning in September 1971. The gallery’s 

only curator, Daniel Thomas, was re-designated senior curator and curator of Australian 

Art and Renee Free, his assistant, was re-designated curator of European and American 

Art.  

It was Tony Tuckson, along with the gallery curators and curatorial assistant appointed 

in March 1972, who reinstalled the permanent collection, starting with the refurbished 

old courts and then the Captain Cook Wing (AGNSW Annual Report of the Trustees of 

the Art Gallery of New South Wales for 1973). A designer was also employed in 1972 to 

assist with the graphics for signs, name plates for art works and designing the catalogue.  

Figure 3.4 is a view of the AGNSW 
from the northern perspective. It 
shows the new extensions in the 
place of the art barn, on the left, 
possibly just after the AGNSW re-
opened in 1972. 
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 Figure 3.5      

Exhibitions for the opening year included Surrealism a travelling exhibition from the 

Museum of Modern Art, New York, which opened in September 1973 with seventy-six 

works from twenty-nine artists. This combined with the acquisition of Australian artists 

working in abstraction and hard-edge styles, from the Field Exhibition, which had 

opened the new building for the NGV in 1968. It suggests the AGNSW was taking a 

more active role in promoting contemporary art, one that had been for many years the 

role of the David Jones Art Gallery. Surrealism was followed by The Australian 

Landscape in November, which was chosen by Frances McCarthy from the National 

Gallery of Victoria, Ian North from the South Australian Art Gallery and Daniel 

Thomas from the AGNSW. It showed fifty-five paintings of Australian landscapes from 

1794 until 1970 and the ABC (Australian Broadcasting Commission) produced a half-

hour program which aired on Australia Day in 1973. This trend of exhibiting an 

international exhibition and then following up with an Australian exhibition remains in 

the gallery. 

These exhibitions continued to represent Australian landscape painting as a national 

identity to the Australian public. In 1972 Tony Tuckson was noted in the Annual Report 

as having visited Papua New Guinea in May to inspect works at the Sepik Primitive 

Arts, Madang and make recommendations for purchases. From these recommendations 

an ancestral figure was acquired (AGNSW Annual Report of the Trustees of the Art 

Figure 3.5 was photographed by 
Max Dupain after it opened in 
1972. The image shows the new 
extension receding to the entrance 
of the gallery.  
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Gallery of New South Wales for 1973, 6). Such collecting was still working against the 

grain in the gallery.  

The exhibitions calendar was able to offer a substantial increase in exhibitions from 

1973 onwards. Out of sixteen exhibitions it generated six exhibitions from within its 

own staff with four of those being ‘full-scale scholarly projects’ (AGNSW Annual 

Report of the Trustees of the Art Gallery of New South Wales for 1973). The Annual 

Report for 1973 claims that there was a better balance between Australian art, with six 

exhibitions and foreign art, with ten (AGNSW Annual Report of the Trustees of the Art 

Gallery of New South Wales for 1973).   

The other factor resulting from the re-installation of the permanent collections was the 

designation of spaces. The sense is, that galleries like the 19th Century Australian Art 

Court, and the 20th Century Australian Art Gallery, have the appearance of being 

territorial when it comes to installing works from other parts of the collection within 

these allocated spaces. As the AGNSW collection has grown disproportionately to the 

space available to display the works, advocacy for including works from the Aboriginal 

Art Collection might be seen to fail as curators refuse to give up space to include them. 

This appears as an internal struggle that the AGNSW continues to face today and plays 

out in the next phase of history.  

It is fair to say that Tuckson was held in high esteem by staff in the gallery. He always 

had in the back of his mind the importance of having the Primitive Art Collection in a 

permanent space. Just after the gallery reopened in its entirety, Tuckson began 

refurbishing the Basement Court, which he and the curators had been using as office 

space during the build. Bernice Murphy said that having a permanent space located 

outside the main part of the gallery, was a way of protecting the Aboriginal Art 

Collection (Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ”). It meant that other curators would not 
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be interested in it; therefore, it would be possible to make it a part of the gallery system 

without further conflict. What this highlighted was the issues facing curators. At the 

time such a plan was simply good governance, particularly in keeping art of other 

cultures active in a state art gallery. However, the debate does not take into account the 

place of Oriental art that had been in the gallery for some time. Today it might be seen 

as an ongoing issue affecting mainstreaming of those other cultures. Tuckson according 

to Murphy, always wanted international visitors to have access to Aboriginal art in the 

gallery, as at the time it was really one of the only galleries to be doing it (Murphy 

“Message to Vanessa Russ”). 

In the interview Renee Free did with Andrew Anderson, Anderson said that it was not 

until the: 

 ...end of the job that we started talking about Tribal Art...It was Tony’s passion. 

He talked very fondly about the Mt. Hagen show and what marvellous tangible 

link it was with tribal cultures of New Guinea and how that may soon be over - 

enormous dedication to conserve this. It was clearly his passion and we started 

discussing this in the design of a curatorial office - his hideaway. He wanted to 

withdraw from being Deputy-Director. (Free “Interview with Andrew Anderson”) 

There is a sense of disappointment that Missingham left before the reopening of the 

extensions, and frustration that Tuckson and the curatorial staff had to reinstall the 

entire gallery without him. It must have taken a huge amount of energy to bring about 

this transformation.  Renee Free writes of Tuckson that: 

Eventually he retained full curatorial responsibility only for primitive art, his 

special love. The collection began in 1956 with a gift of Australian aboriginal art 

from Arnhem Land. 
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It was Tony’s vision to show tribal art from all areas, particularly Africa, and 

South America and Mexico. Without enough funds, the Gallery could not 

accomplish this goal. Only four South American pieces entered the collection, and 

a few African pieces, bought from a visiting African dealer. Collecting lapsed 

with Tony’s death, and over the next ten years or so only gifts entered the 

collection.  (Free “J.A. Tuckson, Deputy Director”) 

The new gallery for Primitive art, which was to be known as the Tribal Gallery, was 

designed by Dennis Harney. It was lined in brown felt or possibly hessian, framing the 

exhibition for the public. By the end of the build, it seems Tuckson was ready to retire 

or at least drop the deputy director position. At around the same time, he began 

complaining of back problems and was eventually diagnosed as having cancer on the 

spine. By the time the Tribal Gallery was opened in October 1973, Tony was too ill to 

visit but managed to see photographs of the space. He died in November 1973. It was 

his wife, Margaret Tuckson, who worked to have it completed as well as producing a 

catalogue that was launched in 1974.  Margaret continued to champion the collection 

gifting works over time. It was the end of an important era for Australian Aboriginal art 

in the AGNSW. 

Conclusion 

 

Chapter Three investigates the history of the AGNSW and the making of the collection 

of Australian Aboriginal art. The end of the Second World War brought about the need 

to dismantle the White Australia Policy that appears to have founded the gallery up until 

this point as representing new Australian-born men. Not only are there exhibitions of 

Chinese Scrolls but exhibitions of Australian Aboriginal bark paintings. While 

exhibitions of Australian art continue to dominate the public, the sense that Australian 
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Aboriginal art had found some room in the mainstream of a state art gallery was 

phenomenal. At a time when Australia was rebuilding from the war and well ahead of 

the right for Aboriginal people to vote in 1962 and the 1967 referendum, Hal 

Missingham and Tony Tuckson, with the assistance of patron Stuart Scougall, began 

acquiring works by Australian Aboriginal artists from the Northern Territory well into 

the hundreds.  

This chapter also investigated the transformation of the gallery experience with the 

second major extensions, which demolished the art-barn. The changes to the landscape 

within the gallery allowed for the development of the Basement Court, which took on 

the name of the Tribal Gallery. Out of the way, it allowed Australian Aboriginal art to 

exist without fear of removal or competition for space. For now, this is a reasonable 

expectation of an art form that had been denied access to the gallery, due to the status of 

the people who made it. It represents a framing of the various collections within the 

gallery that would begin to really take form after the extensions.  

This chapter concludes by charting the end of an era when Hal Missingham resigned in 

1971 and Tuckson passed away in 1973. Once again, the purchase of works by 

Australian Aboriginal artists was put on hold and while the collection did not disappear 

from the minds of the gallery staff, it struggled to grow during the rest of the 1970s.  
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Chapter Four 

 Australian Aboriginal Art and Curatorship in the AGNSW:  

1973 to 1990 

 

Introduction 

This chapter continues to investigate the AGNSW and its relationship to Australian 

Aboriginal art from 1973 until 1990. The 1960s onwards saw an increase in the 

professionalisation of state art galleries. It was a time when curatorship allowed for a 

greater contribution in the form of exhibitions and the day to day management of the 

collection. The AGNSW also experienced a change of leadership from 1971 to 1973 

and with the completion of the first major extensions in decades, the gallery was about 

to reopen its doors and reinstate its place in the hearts and minds of the people of 

Sydney. This was also a period when exhibitions like the Biennale of Sydney and the 

Australian Perspecta would bring Aboriginal art into new temporary exhibitions within 

the AGNSW.  

With the new Whitlam Government in power from 1972 there was a massive 

radicalisation of the political relationship between the Commonwealth Government and 

Australian Aboriginal people. For the first time, self-determination becomes a policy 

that drives a serious investment in the art and crafts of Aboriginal people. The Australia 

Council for the arts was founded and its support for the first Biennale of Sydney and the 

opening of the Sydney Opera House show a direct political shift towards a new vision 
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for the arts in general. From an educational perspective, there were advances in the 

teaching of art and art history in public universities and the opportunity for employment 

of new graduates to work with Australian Aboriginal people in remote areas, funded by 

the Aboriginal Arts Board and other education bodies. These changes brought new 

academic values to state art galleries, tracking a change to the way exhibitions were 

curated and collections were cared for with an increased professionalism.  

The Whitlam Government would see out the final end to the White Australia Policy, 

with an anti-discrimination act and the shift in the art world became a conflict between 

local and international art, with a sprinkling of feminist activism demanding a more 

balanced representation of women in state art galleries. For the most part, the language 

of visual arts was changing. Those in love with the power of painting - while lost in the 

video, performance, installation avant-garde art of the day - continued to seek out 

painting, finding a new interest in Australian Aboriginal art. The Aboriginal Arts 

Boards new funding opportunity allowed exhibitions of new Australian Aboriginal art 

forms, generated by art education classes in the bush and inner city technical colleges. 

Along with the actions of Whitlam who voiced the need for self-determination through 

art, advocating that this development be driven by Aboriginal people, it inspired a new 

art industry. The ripple effect would take time to reach the AGNSW, which continued 

to quietly display its bark collection in the Tribal Gallery, but did little to add the new 

forms of Aboriginal art being generated by this activity, until the 1980s. Without the 

weight of upper management on its side, the first six years after Tuckson’s death, shows 

the Aboriginal Art Collection stagnating. We see from this point onwards, that while 

there are glimpses of renewed interest, it relies on knowledgeable advocacy, 

government support, and curatorial drive to keep Aboriginal art active in the AGNSW. 

The extensions for the Captain Cook Bicentenary were completed in 1972 and not 1970, 

as had been planned. In 1972, the event of the year was the reopening of the gallery, but 
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before that the renovations had extended into refurbishing the old building, replacing 

glass windows with perspex in the ceiling, repainting and sanding floors as well as any 

necessary repairs. The new director was going to be Peter Laverty who had held a 

position of Head of the National Art School and State Supervisor of Art for NSW, 

Laverty would start in 1972 (AGNSW Annual Report of the Trustees of the Art Gallery 

of New South Wales for 1972).  Tuckson did apply for the position out of a sense of 

loyalty, but was relieved not to get it. He was also hoping, after all the efforts to reopen 

the gallery, to be relieved of the deputy director position in order to focus on curating 

the Primitive Art Collection. Though some of this history was covered in the last 

chapter, it is important to expand on the points of advocacy that argue for a permanent 

space for the Primitive Art Collection.  

In the AGNSW Annual Report for 1972 it was noted that the deputy director, along with 

two curatorial staff members and an assistant, were appointed in March to install the 

permanent collections firstly in the old wing and then in the new wing in preparation for 

the opening on the 25 February 1972. In Renee Free’s notes from an interview she did 

with Peter Laverty in April 1988, Laverty said: 

We started to hang things as it got towards the opening period. We made a date 

and had to work to it - hectic at the end. The day the gallery reopened we had a 

[...] conference with the minister for Public Works, Davis Hughes, Walter 

Bunning, Ted Farmer, Govt. Architect, with the media etc and I was asked if I 

was pleased with the new gallery. I said something like I don’t wish to feel 

ungenerous but there are some areas cramped - including Primitive Art. It was 

systems, hung by Tony - Tony had made me aware of the limitations of the 

Primitive Art section - so when the opening of the Opera House came in Nov 

1973 & Asher Joel - chairman of Citizens Committee - called a meeting of heads 

of museums and said what are we going to do - the world and his wife are coming 
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to Sydney for the opening of this unique building. I said I felt visitors and local 

would see Recent Australian Art (3 years) and that was one exhibition - and 

Primitive Art (with) this part of the world. We would need help with architects 

office, public works and funds. Tony was excited 3 (Free “Interview with Peter 

Laverty”). 

The master plan for doubling the exhibition space did not include a permanent space for 

this particular collection. It still required Tuckson’s voice to find its way onto the 

gallery floor, if not in a space that was outside the main gallery.    

The advocacy for the creation of a permanent place for the collection was introduced by 

Tony Tuckson in an article published in Art and Australia (July 1972) called “The 

Primitive Art Collection”. Here he discusses the collection of Primitive art held by the 

AGNSW, Tuckson writes: 

[...] the Gallery’s awareness of the qualities of primitive art came later and the 

collection was started in 1956 when it received from the Commonwealth 

Government a gift of bark paintings and paintings on card collected by Mr. 

Charles Mountford in 1948. 

A very important impetus came from the late Dr Stuart Scougall, an orthopaedic 

surgeon who, at that time, took his vacations well away from civilisation. It was 

from such an occasion that Scougall brought back from Melville Island figures 

and other objects - but more important was his great excitement about the grave 

posts. I well remember his trying to convince us how pointless it would be to 

acquire one or two posts, a group being practically essential. At that time the logic 

of his argument was not as apparent to us as we were later to find out. (Tuckson 

76-79) 

                                                           
3 NOTE: some of the names in this reference are unclear in Free’s hand written notes. 
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The way the history of Australian Aboriginal art in the AGNSW has been captured by 

Tuckson, establishes a framework that carried Australian Aboriginal art at the time. 

While initial purchases and gifts from the watercolour to the sandstone sculptures 

captures a sense of ‘assimilation’ in some opinions, there was a re-focusing on classical 

Aboriginal art which was contemporary in its production. That is, for example, bark 

painting produced for purchase. It did not look to the Desert movement working with 

synthetic polymer paint, which had been initiated from around 1968 onwards by various 

art teachers. Tuckson’s article goes on to add: 

In 1959 the Gallery bought two small but interesting groups of bark paintings, one 

from Mr Wallace Thornton which had been in his possession for years.  

Over the next years Dr Scougall gave us over one hundred bark paintings and 

other objects from various localities in Arnhem Land. 

In 1962 we acquired from the Rev. E. A. Wells a collection of bark paintings, 

totemic emblems, decorated ceremonial and body ornaments. (Tuckson 76-79) 

From 1962, the gallery’s collecting shifted focus from Australia to New Guinea and 

other islands to the north, with works from West Africa and Pre-Columbian America 

also acquired. 

Often works were being collected in a ‘somewhat haphazard’ way from exhibitions in 

Sydney, though in 1965 he went on a brief trip with Margaret, his wife, to the middle 

Sepik and the works collected from that trip were split between the AGNSW and the 

National Gallery of Victoria (Tuckson 76-79). Tuckson continued: 

In this way greater emphasis was placed on developing the Sepik River section of 

the collection. Within the Sepik River region there are a number of local styles as 

well as areas where particular types of objects are produced.  (Tuckson 76 -79) 



166 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

The fact that there are very few representations of Melanesian art is highlighted in this 

essay by Tuckson, who then writes: 

There are only a few objects from other parts of New Guinea and Melanesia in the 

collection and the majority are exhibited: a canoe board from the Trobriands; an 

ancestral board from the Papuan Gulf; a plaque from Asmat, south-west New 

Guinea; a tree-fern grade-symbol figure from the New Hebrides; a canoe-prow 

ornament from the Solomon Islands and a basketry figure from Kandep in the 

New Guinea Highlands. [...] 

The primitive art is now cramped in a temporary area in the new building. It is 

hoped soon to start considering the re-modelling of the lower part of the old 

building where the grave posts can again be put on view and where, if necessary, 

there will be room for further expansion of the Primitive Art Collection. (Tuckson 

“The Primitive Art Collection”, 76 -79) 

At the time, this exhibition in the temporary exhibition space must have been quite 

extraordinary for the AGNSW. It must have been successful at advocating for a 

permanent space as the Tribal Gallery soon followed.  

 

 Figure 4.1  

 

Figure 4.1 is an installation shot of 
the Tribal Gallery in the Basement 
Court. It shows the Pukumani 
poles on display from the top of 
the marble staircase in the 
AGNSW. 
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Tuckson died on the 14 November 1973 and in some ways that helped seal the Primitive 

Art Collection within the gallery, though not necessarily in the gallery system. In the 

Annual report for 1973 it states: 

Mr Tuckson had played a major part in the establishment and subsequent 

development of the primitive art collection. He had also worked in close liaison 

with the Government Architect in planning the extensions to the Gallery and, 

more recently, in the designing of the Primitive Art Gallery. (AGNSW Annual 

Report of the Trustees of the Art Gallery of New South Wales for 1973, 1) 

From this point on the history of Tony Tuckson in the AGNSW was embedded in the 

collection of Primitive art, and for the most part this also meant Aboriginal art. Renee 

Free was then asked to look after the collection. However, she said it was ‘not to buy, 

but to process any gifts and care for the works etc’ (Free “Message to Vanessa Russ”). 

There was a suggestion that Free’s experience as a refugee gave her a personal 

motivation to continue to advocate for the Aboriginal Art Collection. However, the 

sense is she saw herself as a friend and colleague of Tuckson’s, and gave her support to 

the collection to keep his memory alive.  

The opening of the extensions in 1972 came with an exhibition Primitive Art, which 

Tuckson had written about in his article, in the temporary exhibition space on level five 

with brown hessian walls to enhance the visual impact of the works. It followed with 

the Aboriginal and Melanesian Art exhibition opened in the Tribal Gallery in the 

Basement Court as a semi-permanent exhibition in a permanent exhibition space to 

complement the opening of the Sydney Opera House in 1973. The Aboriginal and 
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Melanesian Art exhibition opened as a semi-permanent display due to the difficulty in 

installing the works, within a permanent space for the collection. The Annual Report for 

that year stated that the difficulty in moving the ‘fragile material’ meant that the Tribal 

Gallery ‘will not contribute significantly to the flexibility of the Gallery’s 

programming’ (AGNSW Annual Report of the Trustees of the Art Gallery of New South 

Wales for 1973, 6 - 13). Perhaps it was the start of the Aboriginal Art Collection being 

stagnant and moribund within the AGNSW. Gallery systems tend to experience 

constant, subtle shifts, in their permanent displays. Either through being loaned to 

exhibitions or with touch-ups to gallery decor, a permanent exhibition space never 

stands completely still. In some ways, they can be seen as living spaces, even if those 

changes are slight movements within the gallery system itself.  

The Aboriginal and Melanesian Art exhibition was broken into three parts: two from the 

permanent collection and one from a private loan. The first part of the permanent 

collection focused on Arnhem Land, Melville Island, Beswick Creek, Port Keats and the 

North of Western Australia. The catalogue states that the collection started with the 

presentation of the Commonwealth Mountford barks, without reference to the first 

acquisition purchased by Hal Missingham or Margaret Prestons gifts of chalk sculptures 

from North Queensland (T. Tuckson and M. Tuckson, 3). This might be why 

Missingham is not known for supporting Australian Aboriginal art in the AGNSW, his 

contribution was written out.  

The catalogue concludes that the ‘Aboriginal collection has thus so far been restricted to 

a relatively small part of Australia’ (T. Tuckson and M. Tuckson, 3). A description on 

the permanent collection of Melanesian art followed. It charted how the gifting and 

acquisition focus shifted in 1962, towards works from New Guinea and the Melanesian 

Islands (T. Tuckson and M. Tuckson, 3). 
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In Art Gallery of New South Wales: Changing Shape Changing Function 1871-1988, 

Cecilia Alfonso writes that in 1973 the Primitive Art Collection became a Primitive Art 

Department, though it would struggle with a lack of representation once Tuckson was 

out of the picture. Nothing came of the noted need for a curator of Primitive art that was 

in the AGNSW Annual Report for 1973, at least not until the 1980s (Alfonso 110). In 

“Histories in the Making: Aboriginal Art and Modernism”, Deborah Edwards writes 

that Tuckson also formed a close friendship with a great Yirrkala artist Mawalan 

Marika, and he was the ‘first of all state gallery administrators to respond to Aboriginal 

art from an artistic perspective - appreciating the aesthetic power of an individuals’ 

work’ (Edwards 7). Edwards writes that although Tuckson encouraged change, the 

display of most gallery works was ‘under the aegis of “tribal” or “primitive art” 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s’, giving Aboriginal barks the appearance, of - and here 

she references Vivien Johnson - ‘emanating from a space, time and society seemingly 

unrelated to the contemporary world’ (Edwards 7). Yet this might have been how 

Aboriginal people were viewed at the time. The term itself was also deeply rooted in the 

national psyche, which had grown up with theories of Darwinism. Perhaps, 

unconsciously, reverberating from the art world’s use of the term generally, coming 

from a long period of colonisation, non-Europeans were often viewed as operating on a 

primitive rather than industrial level to the West. Though there is nothing to suggest that 

Tuckson looked to ‘Primitive Art’ for inspiration in his art practice. The shift towards 

the use of the term Australian Aboriginal art did not occur until Renee Free began to 

care for the collection.  

The collection continued to receive gifts during the 1970s. Gil Docking, the senior 

education officer was appointed to replace Tuckson as deputy director in 1974.  The 

Primitive Art Collection received three gifts in that year, a bark painting from Yirrkala 

by Wandjuk Marika, which was given by Keith and Renee Free in memory of Tuckson, 
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a New Guinea carved figure from the Lower Sepik region from Margaret Tuckson, 

again in memory of Tuckson and a ‘spectacular New Guinea Mask of cassowary 

feathers from initiation ceremonies in the Eastern Highlands given by Stan Moriarty’ 

(AGNSW Annual Report of the Trustees of the Art Gallery of New South Wales for 

1975, 6). In the Annual Report of 1975 a presentation of New Guinea painted bark 

panels was received from Mrs Margaret Carnegie. In 1976 it was followed by a New 

Guinea yam mask from Stan Moriarty. The annual report from 1976 notes that ’22 

Melanesian works from New Guinea, New Britain and the Trobriand Islands were 

purchased in Sydney in order to upgrade our existing collection while this is still 

possible’ (AGNSW Annual Report of the Trustees of the Art Gallery of New South 

Wales for 1976, 7).   

Once Renee Free was put in charge of the collection, she removed the Melanesian 

works from the Primitive Art Collection and redefined it as the Aboriginal Art 

Collection. This change allowed for greater focus on collecting Australian Aboriginal 

art. The Melanesian works continue to be displayed, from time to time, near the bottom 

of marble staircase leading into the Research Library in the Southern Wing.  

Renee Free is the key to the Aboriginal Art Collection remaining on the radar in the 

AGNSW after Tuckson died. Free writes that the interest in collecting British art began 

to wane from around the 1960s onwards. The exhibitions developed were of a more 

general nature and the interest in art from America, highlighted by the exhibition Two 

Decades of American Painting 1967, from the Museum of Modern Art in New York, 

allowed Daniel Thomas to purchase works by ‘Morris Louis and Albers’ (Free “J.A. 

Tuckson, Deputy Director”). 

When Laverty started as director of the AGNSW there were only forty-three staff 

members, but by the time he left it had reached a hundred. He acquired Bonnard’s Self-
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Portrait for $A 225000, the most expensive painting the gallery had acquired at the 

time. Towards the end of Laverty’s time there were around thirty exhibitions in the 

gallery and he also added a thousand artworks to the collection. Laverty cited that his 

reason for leaving was that he had no time to paint and be director of a gallery as well 

(Alfonso 111). Bonnard’s painting alone demonstrates that funding was not necessarily 

the issue facing the Aboriginal Art Collection as much as advocacy for particular 

aspects of the collection.  

Cecilia Alfonso writes that the National Times article pointed at Laverty’s resignation 

being because of the growing professionalisation of the staff at the gallery (Alfonso 

111).  It presented a new issue, not between the trustees and director as in the past, but 

between the director and the staff. New, young, well-qualified curators became the 

senior members of departments and the ‘originators of most applications for 

acquisitions’ (Alfonso 111). These members of staff became extremely frustrated with 

the red tape that required the Board of Trustees to approve acquisitions. Alfonso writes, 

‘confident in their superior expertise these professionals became increasingly frustrated 

that the board should have the final say in artistic matters, and found it demeaning to be 

barred even from board meetings which dealt with their purchasing proposals...’ 

(Alfonso 111). 

Alfonso suggests that just as the early trustees of the day wanted to create a history of 

European art practice in the collection, the trustees in the 1970s wanted to bring 

‘contemporary art’, or rather contemporary art of their day, into the gallery. Some 

curators, on the other hand, wanted to ‘re-create older artistic history’ and they would 

vie with each other to improve their individual collection requirements (Alfonso 112). It 

seems that the curator’s ability to put pressure on directors and the trustees also 

establishes an argument for the role advocacy plays outside of Western art theory. It 

appears to have challenged the original mandate of following a history of progression 
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from Europe to Australia, against following changes in national identity and politics. 

Curators were able to frame art and art history in new ways that added to the weight of 

Western art theory and they did this through exhibitions. To some extent they became 

the new powerbrokers of the art world, adding a new dimension to the invention art as 

we know it today.  

Not long after Laverty resigned, a new state government came into power. It would 

assist the final transformation of the gallery into a ‘living museum’ (Alfonso 112 - 113). 

Neville Wran’s Government appealed to the trendy middle class who were highly 

conservative and keen on aesthetics. One of the government’s early initiatives was to 

abolish the admission fee, except in the case of major exhibitions, promising 

compensation to the gallery for any losses. Alfonso writes that the Wran Government 

supported ‘young professionals’ and promoted the ‘transformation of the board into an 

effective fund-raising body which would leave artistic decisions in the hands of the 

professional staff and see its own functions primarily in terms of public relations in 

practice, if not in theory’ (Alfonso 112 - 113). 

Premier Wran also appointed Edmond Capon as director in August 1978. Capon was a 

28 year old, former assistant keeper for the Eastern Section of the Victoria and Albert 

Museum in London. He held a Masters of Philosophy degree from London University 

and was a world renowned expert in Chinese art. He had been the editor of the Oriental 

Art Magazine in London, a member of the Oriental Ceramic Society, and a trustee and 

joint chairman of the Committee for Asia House (AGNSW Annual Report of the 

Trustees of the Art Gallery of New South Wales for 1978, 8). Capon was a well 

published author on ancient Chinese culture having written three books, Princes of 

Jade, a history of art and culture from the Han Dynasty in China, published in 1973. Art 

and Archaeology in China published by Macmillan’s in 1977 and Chinese Painting, 

published by Phaidon press in 1979 (Alfonso 113).  
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Alfonso writes that Capon’s mainly ‘scholarly background - largely in Oriental 

archaeology - does not suggest the personality of the aggressively entrepreneurial, 

forceful executive one would have expected the government to pick. But whoever 

decided to pick him must have known more about him than his bare career outline 

indicates, for he filled the bill...’ (Alfonso 113). 

One of the first things Capon did was to create a Contemporary Art Department and an 

Asian Art Department, making the debate around funding for a full-time curator for the 

Aboriginal Art Collection a factor of personal advocacy. In 1980 the Art Gallery of New 

South Wales Act (1980) replaced the 1958 Act. It changed power in favour of the 

director and the curatorial staff. It also allowed the government to change the role of the 

board, firstly, reducing the numbers from thirteen to nine, and limiting the tenure to 

twelve years, with a compulsory retirement at the age of 70 (Alfonso 114).  It made it so 

that the president of the trustees would be appointed by the government and no longer 

elected by the board, and it made provision that the director would be responsible for 

the AGNSW’s administration and management. The director was given the position of 

chief executive officer of the trust, which meant he was now able to voice his opinion in 

board meetings. The director was also made ‘ex-officio member’ of each of its 

committees (Alfonso 114).   

The trustees were no longer able to intervene on purchases of works, and even Capon, 

writes Alfonso, gives the sense that it is neither ‘possible nor appropriate, for him, to 

comment upon acquisitions. Acquiring works of art has become the most crucial of 

curatorial responsibilities...’ (Alfonso 114). Capon was a strong believer that the 

trustees made great fundraisers, and this was in line with the Wran Government, who 

also believed that there was a need for partnership between government and corporate 

enterprise. Though this should not imply that Capon was not involved in exhibitions, the 

Central Court in the AGNSW, for example, was his curatorial domain and his interests 
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have been reflected in various travelling exhibitions in the gallery like Picasso and 

Sidney Nolan. He has also played a role in the acquisition of significant purchases of 

Asian art and sculpture. In addition, the AGNSW Act (1980), allowed for the 

establishment of the AGNSW Foundation, it launched in 1983, with Premier Neville 

Wran as president and Rupert Murdoch as chairman.  

By 1980 the Annual Report noted the various curatorial departments as: Australian, 

European, Primitive, Asian, Photography and Contemporary (AGNSW Annual Report 

of the Trustees of the Art Gallery of New South Wales for 1980).  In 1979 the Primitive 

Art Collection received further presentations from Jean Moriarity of her then late 

husband Stan Moriarity’s collection of New Guinea Highland objects. This followed in 

1980 with a gifting of four bark paintings, although the donors were unnamed in the 

report. The Annual Report for 1980 mentions a proposed review of the Primitive Art 

Collection ‘to plan for its future development’ (AGNSW Annual Report of the Trustees 

of the Art Gallery of New South Wales for 1980).  It is possible that this was when it 

became known as the Aboriginal Art Collection. The review was the work of Renee 

Free and the first challenge she faced was a lack of notes on the works from Tony 

Tuckson (Free “Message to Vanessa Russ”). Making any attempt to argue for expansion 

of the collection almost impossible. By the Annual Report for 1982 a note on the Tribal 

Art Collection states: 

The curator of European Art (because there is no curator for tribal art) has been 

preparing works for a projected exhibition and publication on 200 bark paintings 

in the AGNSW. The Tribal Art Gallery was completely rehung after the 

rebuilding programme (1972 -1973). The bark paintings are being transferred to 

felt - covered backboards to which they are attached by copper wire, to replace the 

nail system. The nails did not damage the works but they did give the impression 

of lack of respect for the works rather than the intended simplicity. 
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Mr John Mundine has begun acting as an adviser and editor for this project and 

further assistance will be sought. Several pieces of Aboriginal Art were given to 

the Gallery. (AGNSW Annual Report of the Trustees of the Art Gallery of New 

South Wales for 1982)  

The exhibition mentioned was the Aboriginal Bark Paintings from the Collection of the 

Art Gallery of NSW: North-East Arnhem Land, 1981, which had a small catalogue 

edited by Patricia Anderson, an education officer from Public Programs. On the 

response to the exhibition Free wrote that: 

The exhibition of all the AGNSW barks curated by Djon Mundine was the first 

exhibition of the Gallery’s Aboriginal art in the general gallery not the Aboriginal 

gallery. It took up the whole exhibition floor of that first major extension. It was 

an eye-opener to everyone, a major milestone. (Free “Message to Vanessa Russ”) 

This was not a rehang of the Tribal Gallery and for the most part it seems the original 

Australian and Melanesian Art exhibition was still in the Tribal Gallery up until this 

point in 1980, though more research is required. The Aboriginal barks exhibition was to 

be external to the Tribal Gallery. It aimed to continue the exhibition trend set by 

Tuckson in 1973 when he was advocating for a permanent space for the Primitive Art 

Collection within the gallery.   

This exhibition was then supported by Bernice Murphy the new curator of 

Contemporary Art who initiated the Australian Perspecta exhibition of contemporary 

Australian art. With a gap in the exhibition calendar, the deputy director Gil Docking 

gave Murphy the temporary exhibition space in which she produced one of the most 

ground breaking exhibitions of contemporary art in the AGNSW at that time (Murphy 

“Message to Vanessa Russ”). It included works by Aboriginal artists, this time from 

Papunya in the Central Desert, painting with synthetic polymer paint on board and 
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eventually canvas, thus presenting a new argument for broadening the definition of 

Australian Aboriginal art from bark paintings and primitivism. Australian Perspecta 

appears to have been a direct response to other events like the Biennale of Sydney and 

the eventual push to advance international art over art made in Australia. To best 

understand Murphy’s idea, we need to start by investigating the Biennale.  

With the opening of the Sydney Opera House, we are returned to our original discussion 

on the importance that location plays in this history. Built on Dubbagullee or 

Bennelong’s Point, at the time of its opening in 1973, the Opera House held the 

inaugural Biennale of Sydney. The AGNSW in celebration of its opening organised two 

exhibitions the first was Recent Australian Art and the second Aboriginal and 

Melanesian Art in what would become known as the Tribal Gallery (AGNSW Annual 

Report of the Trustees of the Art Gallery of New South Wales for 1973, 4).  

In the “Introduction” to the publication for the first Biennale, Daniel Thomas writes that 

a Biennale was loosely put as an international exhibition of contemporary art. He linked 

Sydney’s first Biennale with the Venice Biennale which began in 1895 and the Olympic 

Games which began around the same time as Venice, as a ‘hope that international 

friendship and understanding could be promoted by cultural interchange’ (Thomas 4). 

The Biennale of Sydney was also linked to Sao Paulo Biennales and Documenta at 

Kassel, Germany. The Biennale was on the edge of failure in the early days, as the new 

director, Edmund Capon, did not like the concept when he arrived at the gallery in 1979 

(Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ”). 

In “The Biennale: How Australian Art Escaped Provincial Internationalism and Joined 

the World in its Own Right”, Daniel Thomas writes that the first Biennale was a small 

exhibition of some forty-six paintings and sculptures by thirty-six artists the show was a 

part of a fringe festival opening for the Sydney Opera House; therefore, it didn’t receive 
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much attention and although the works were recent they were ‘not avant-garde’ 

(Thomas 18). Most of the thirty-six artist were Australian, with two from New Zealand, 

seven from the East Asia region, one from Mexico, the United States, England, West 

Germany and Italy. Thomas writes that ‘subsequent Biennales were shown at the 

AGNSW and soon gave Sydney’s principal art museum very high international 

visibility, albeit for an initiative of Mr Belgiorno-Nettis of the Transfield engineering 

and construction company and for an event which continues to be organised from 

outside the gallery’ (18).  

In addition, the association with the opening of the Sydney Opera House was 

‘nevertheless appropriately symbolic’ (Thomas 18).  The building became a tourist 

attraction, with visitors now finding a good reason to stopover in Sydney in order to 

take in this ‘new architectural wonder’ (Thomas 18). Thomas writes that the Opera 

House ‘signalled new art-based contributions to the Australian economy’ (18). This idea 

of value placed on tourism would eventually provide the NSW government with a new 

incentive to financially support the arts.  

Daniel Thomas writes that the first Biennale was just another opportunity to provide an 

exhibition which included Australian artists for comparison against artists from 

overseas. By the time the second and third Biennales took place in 1976 and 1979, 

respectively, they went beyond a ‘local stimulus for Australians’ towards an 

‘international visibility of Australian Art’, partly due to the federal governments newly 

formed Australia Council in 1973 and the long term vision it provided for an Australian 

presence at Biennales throughout the world, which included Paris in 1977 and Venice in 

1978.  But most importantly due to the number of art associates, including artists, 

critics, curators, dealers and administrators, who arrived to support and organise the 

exhibition of works for the Biennale, as well as those sponsored by the likes of John 
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Kaldor. Rather than financing artists to leave Australia for overseas exposure, Kaldor 

was bringing artists to Australia (Thomas 19). 

These associates became highly informed on Australia and Australian art, far beyond 

Sydney and its Biennale. On return to their own locality they organised exhibitions of 

Australian art that completed the gravitational pull of Australian art into a world art 

network. Participating in this new activity of importing art people was the Visual Arts 

Board of the Australia Council, which in 1974 brought American artists like Yvonne 

Rainer, William Wegman, Mel Bochner, Robert Ryman and Donald Judd to Melbourne 

and to other locations like South Australia, to participate in the exhibition Recent 

American Art.  

The first Biennale of Sydney to include the AGNSW as an exhibition space was Recent 

International Forms of Art, the 2nd Biennale in 1976; this did not include Australian 

Aboriginal art but did include five female artists. This Biennale was significant in that 

the inaugural Biennale in 1973 which asked the AGNSW to produce exhibitions for its 

opening were curated internally. The second Biennale was a shift to external curatorial 

practices that eventuated in exhibitions within the AGNSW. The Biennale director, 

Thomas G. McCullough aimed to present different artists from all over the world side 

by side, rather than representing the artist’s nationality. McCullough also featured 

sculpture in this second Biennale, indicating a move away from painting. The Biennale 

of Sydney was to take on a curatorial style, which is rather than presenting a whole 

group of artists and appreciating the differences they bring when hung together in one 

space, this drive for narrative sort out similarities between art works, either in their 

individual narratives or in their aesthetic appearances or material composition. The 

Biennale became a highly curated exhibition with the hidden feel of an art fair that 

included sales and marketing as a major part of the operation.  
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The inclusion of Australian Aboriginal art being advocated by people like Nick 

Waterlow, in some ways brought Australian Aboriginal art into the contemporary art 

world before it made it into state art galleries. Especially the acrylic paintings, they were 

at the time seen as kitsch and inauthentic (Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ”). The 

first Biennale to include works by Aboriginal artists within the AGNSW was European 

Dialogue, curated by Nick Waterlow. As the 3rd Biennale of Sydney (1979), it included 

three Arnhem Land artists, David Malangi, Johnny Bungawuy and George Milpurrurru, 

and was the first time work from Arnhem Land was included as contemporary art. The 

works were loaned by the Ramingining Arts and Crafts and Milingimbi Community 

Collection. This Biennale also included Peter Yates-Craft as adviser from Ramingining, 

as well as Clive Scollay and Penny Tweedie Creative Arts Fellows from the ANU in 

Canberra playing a role in getting the works to Sydney. The notes from the catalogue 

state: 

Their inclusion in a significant international Biennale represents a historic 

occasion, and parallels a growing awareness in political and economic spheres 

that the future of Aboriginal society is tied to the dominant Australian 

consciousness. The painters’ only wish is that the Europeans who view their work 

will look far enough into the dreaming to find a starting point for real dialogue. 

(Waterlow “European Dialogue”) 

This inclusion of bark paintings in the 1979 Biennale might have been Bernice 

Murphy’s motivation to include acrylic works from Papunya Tula, in the Australian 

Perspecta 81. Though her other motive was to challenge the stereotype of Aboriginal 

art in the AGNSW (Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ”). 

The 4th Biennale of Sydney, Vision in Disbelief (1982), curated by William Wright, 

included the works of Maurice Luther Jupurrula and the dancers from Lajamanu, who 
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presented a public event in the Central Court at the AGNSW. It was a public ceremonial 

performance which also included a sand painting, dance and music, demonstrating a 

living culture. In The Native Born: Objects and Representations from Ramingining, 

Arnhem Land, Djon Mundine writes that the sand painting was ‘an aesthetically 

beautiful piece, its inclusion also authenticated the then-recent move by Aboriginal 

artists to paint similar compositions on canvas’ (Mundine 85). Mundine also suggests 

that: 

Many people in the art world had felt until this time that the change of context 

from earth to canvas was merely a commercial move, and that the work lost its 

spiritual meaning and authenticity in this transference. Such an attitude ignored 

the fact that Aboriginal art practitioners had been living in the both a 

contemporary and cross-cultural context for more than a century by this time. 

(Mundine 85) 

In the Western art world, meanwhile, the inclination to place arrangements of objects, 

earth and other found materials in installation had been developing as a movement from 

the 1920s till now, when it would seem that most major contemporary artists in 

Australia have produced an installation at some stage in their work development. It was 

this that according to Mundine, ‘led to a serious artistic appraisal for the first time of the 

various comparable Aboriginal genres’ (Mundine 85). 

In the “Preface” to the Visions of Disbelief (1982), Biennale of Sydney, Elwyn Lynn 

writes that what ‘determines the nature of the Biennale of Sydney is, perhaps a belief - 

especially in a country where there is little evidence of what went on in this country and 

a conviction that the only imported shows of significance are from any century but the 

twentieth - that modernism constantly undergoes renewal or transforming modifications 

in the hands of contemporary artists, and that views of what modernism is are not fixed, 
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immutable and consistent with some social or artistic theory’ (Lynn 11).  Of the first 

Biennale in 1973, Lynn writes that it concerned itself in a ‘very limited way, with works 

by artists that crystallised attitudes...’ (Lynn 11), and Lynn suggests that by the 1976 

Biennale there was evident a ‘spirit of controlled information’, with the 1979 Biennale 

trying to establish a ‘dialogue with European modernism’ raising the question of 

‘seeming provincial dependency on metropolitan centres which were, in themselves, in 

states of diffusion’ (Lynn 11). 

The Biennales, it might be suggested, presented a discourse that questioned long-held 

beliefs about Australia, while at the same time reinforcing those beliefs via an 

international standard. Lynn writes that:  

Audiences in 1979 were brought into contact with a European culture that, despite 

the “global village”, had become much more individualistic and dispersed in its 

operations. It was clear that the cross-fertilization and dispersal of activities into 

pockets of creativity were well established by the end of the seventies. What 

happened was that Australian art was able to participate in the dispersal which 

continues; Paris was revived; Dusseldorf, Cologne and Munich take turns in 

dominating the German scene; Uptown New York cross-fertilizes with Soho at a 

giddy pace; American and German artists visit London to make prints and many 

artists survive only on an international basis’. (Lynn 11)  

Lynn highlights the value of visiting artists, critics, museum directors, performance 

artists, editors, historians and art administrators all familiarised with international 

exhibitions on a worldwide basis. The most important influence Biennale of Sydney, 

according to Elwyn Lynn was ‘not towards a sophisticated tolerance but towards the 

expectation of abrasive confrontation, being alerted to varied creative activates and 

attitudes and of having taste and preconceived notions challenged’ (Lynn 11). 
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The catalogue of Visions of Disbelief also contained a discussion on the inclusion of 

Australian Aboriginal art and the funding provided by the Aboriginal Arts Board of the 

Australia Council, as well as the Aboriginal Artist’s Agency. The texts highlighted that 

many observers have seen ‘disintegration’ or a ‘fragmentation’ leading to the 

‘disappearance of the traditional culture of the Australian aborigine’, and have the belief 

that the work that inspired the painters of x-ray art at Oenpelli or the sand painting of 

the desert people ending up as ‘tourist art-trivialised and meaningless’ (Lynn 11-14). It 

pointed to the experiences of Africa and South America as examples, that a broader 

view of the Australian situation was needed.  

That with some: 

30 000 Aboriginal people maintaining a living tribal culture in Australia today. 

However different conceptually, those Australians are using the arts, teaching the 

arts and drawing on an arts heritage, mysterious, ancient and profound. To date 

this phenomenon has attracted world-wide interest but remarkably little attention 

in Australia. (Lynn 11-14) 

The objective was, therefore, to invite an Aboriginal community to present an example 

of the ‘Aboriginal arts as they practice within a tribal group’ (Lynn 11-14). This 

resulted in a public event being held in the Central Court at the AGNSW, performed by 

Warlpiri artists that combined ‘traditional theatre, body painting, chanted verse, dance, 

music and sand sculpture’ (Lynn 11-14). 

The 6th Biennale of Sydney, Origins, Originality and Beyond (1986), was the second 

Biennale curated by Nick Waterlow and included works by artists from Ramingining 

and Michael Jagamarra Nelson from the Central Desert. Djon Mundine writes that a 

Ganalbingu dance group from Arnhem Land installed a Goose Nest sand sculpture at 

the AGNSW and performed a public cleansing ceremony within the work, marking the 
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opening of the exhibition (Mundine 81). This concept of bringing the artists into the 

gallery to create a work and performance really aligned the event with the contemporary 

context of the Biennale (Mundine 81). It was supported by Mundine, who was a major 

contributor to bringing artists from the Northern Territory to Sydney at that time.   

The 7th Biennale of Sydney, The Southern Cross: Views of World Art c1940 -1988 

(1988), was the third Biennale organised by Nick Waterlow. It included the Aboriginal 

Memorial, an installation of 200 painted hollow-log coffins from Ramingining. It is a 

memorial to Aboriginal people who have died defending their country over the past two 

hundred years since invasion and was a response to the 1988 Bicentenary celebrations. 

Artist David Malangi, his son Johnny Dhurrikayu, Paddy Dhathangu and Paddy 

Fordham Wainburranga travelled to Sydney to consecrate the work in its Biennale 

setting. The work was acquired by the National Gallery of Australia and was relocated 

to Canberra after the Biennale. The significance of the hollow-log coffins was that a 

large number of the Aboriginal population of Australia had resolved to boycott the 

Bicentennial event. Again the AGNSW could have acquired this work at the time but 

chose not to do so.  

There is some suggestion that the Aboriginal Memorial of 1988 was sighted by Jean-

Hurbert Martin the then National Museum of Modern Art director in the Centre 

Georges Pompidou in Paris, who in the following year organised the exhibition 

Magician’s de la terre for the 1989 French Bicentenary. This sighting is a little unclear 

as Bernice Murphy suggests that in, Visions of Disbelief (1982), Biennale of Sydney; a 

group of Warlpiri artists prepared a ground painting in the AGNSW (Murphy “Message 

to Vanessa Russ”). Jean-Herbert Martin was present with Murphy at the time it was 

being installed. The following year Leon Paroissien produced an exhibition in Paris that 

also included Warlpiri artists. Whatever the actual experience was, Martin did take ideas 

from visiting the AGNSW and seeing installations of Australian Aboriginal art. In 
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addition was the commissioning of a hollow-log coffin by Jimmy Wululu for the 

Holmes à Court Collection in 1989 and installed at the La Villette’s La Grande Hall for 

the Magicians exhibition. The Museum of Contemporary Art assisted in assembling and 

preparing the text for the work in Paris. The Magicians exhibition also contained a sand, 

ochre, and fibre ground installation by a team of Yuendumu artists which shared the 

space with Richard Longs mud-circle on the end wall. Djon Mundine writes that the:  

French project, under Jean-Herbert Martins curatorial oversight, sought to 

question notions of who is a artist and what is art in the world today, with the 

challenging concept that in fact most of the continuing, ancient art practices are 

pursued by artists who exits outside of the orbit of Western Europe and the United 

States of America’. (Mundine 86) 

What this aims to demonstrate is how the Biennales acted as an agent for Australian 

Aboriginal art and expanded its appreciation to audiences in other countries. But the 

debate over its position as art versus ethnological object needs further research. 

The “In A View of World Art c1940 - 88”, Nick Waterlow writes that the first Biennale 

in 1973 displayed only a small number of works of key Australian artists positioned 

‘side by side with their peers from other countries’ (Waterlow 9). This process of 

bringing overseas art to Australia was affected by isolation, an isolation that was 

brought about more due to distance and costs of travel than any other factor. Waterlow 

writes that shows like Herald Exhibition of French and British Modern Art in 1939, the 

Two Decades of American Art in 1967 and Christo’s Wrapping of Little Bay in 1969, 

were highlights of only a small number of such exchanges that happened in the past 

(Waterlow 9). 

The objective of the 1988 Biennale was to include key Australian, European and 

American precursors (Waterlow 9). Waterlow writes that ‘it will, wherever possible, 
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present works in the light of an Australian context, appropriate in the year of the 

bicentenary, and in relation to this context overseas work will come from the major 

arenas of creative inter - communication since settlement, namely Britain, New Zealand, 

Europe, North America and Japan’(Waterlow 9). Waterlow writes that ‘the attempt to 

view key developments in world art since 1940 from an Australian perspective must be 

made if we are, both collectively and individually, to come to grips with crucial 

problems of identity and creativity’ (Waterlow 9). 

Waterlow put forward five avenues of exploration: ‘landscape as metaphor, the figure 

and its psyche, the non-objective, myth and allegory, intervention and de-construction’ 

(Waterlow 11-12). He aimed to present the Australian precursors with their foreign 

counterparts for example linking artist Braque to Fred Williams to American video 

artists Bill Viola (Waterlow 11-12). It is easy to see how with Magicians in Paris, Jean-

Herbert Martins might have found the curatorial concept in the Biennale of Sydney.  

Waterlow, with Djon Mundine, then placed the most important statement in the 1988 

Biennale with the Aboriginal Memorial. If Australian art and in particular painting lost 

its way it appears that Aboriginal art was replacing it in both the Biennales and 

Australian Perspectas. In “Antipodean Antecedents: An Accent on the Present”, 

Frances Lindsay writes that the 1988 Australian Biennale was the first to have a 

commissioner to support the representation of Australian artists within the event. 

Stating that the idea arose in 1979 with European Dialogue, Waterlow’s first Biennale, 

and was to demonstrate the commitment, shown by Waterlow in his directorship of the 

1986 and then 1988 Biennales, to have such representations present, including a number 

of Australian female artists. Though not intended as a survey of Australian art, the aim 

was to present key artists in the same light as the international artists (Lindsay 13). In 

some ways this need to present Australian artists in the ‘same light’ as international 

artists, might be seen as an on-going issue facing the Australian art world, something 



186 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

that first came to our attention at the Sydney International in 1879. That was when the 

colonies declined to exhibit alongside the European loans in the Fine Arts Annexe, 

because they feared comparison. 

The artists for the Biennale, had been selected on the grounds that their works had been 

shown recently and were, quoting Harry Nicholson, worthy of ‘critical review’ (Lindsay 

13). The idea of selecting the Opera House, in 1973, was to ‘honour the practitioners of 

the visual arts at the same time as many artists of the performing arts were attracting 

audiences from many countries and enjoying the distinction of premiere appearances in 

a great building’(Lindsay 13). The artists in this first show consisted of Clyfford Still, 

David Aspden, Sydney Ball, John Brack, Fred Cress, Dick Watkins, John Frith Smith, 

Roger Kemp, Robert Klippel, John Olsen and Fred Williams (Lindsay 13). Note the 

lack of female artists in the list and the white male emphasis.  

In “A Problematic Practice”, Terry Smith writes: 

State gallery support for contemporary Australian art had never been strong. It 

waned further during the decade (1970s). Sponsored exhibitions of overseas art, 

often historical and usually spectacular, were preferred. This heralded the policy 

of audience building, as measured by numbers of people through the doors, as 

opposed to the patient, sustained education of local audience, one with primary 

interest in the contemporary art of their region. By 1975 Melbourne artists had 

become so outraged by the National Gallery of Victoria’s august disregard for 

their effort that a sit-in protest was staged, and demands for a contemporary art 

space loudly voiced. An internationalist outlook, with priority placed on bringing 

over-seas art to Australia to educate both artists and audiences, was shared by all 

state gallery directors and most of their staff. This had led to the creation of the 

Sydney Biennale in 1973...’ (T. Smith 455) 
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Smith writes that the Biennales became the ‘premier showcases for current art from 

abroad and, in the absence of any comparably regular survey of recent Australian art 

they were also the one opportunity for local stage’ (T. Smith 455). But by the 1979 

Biennale there were demands that ‘women artists and local artists’ needed to be given 

more equal opportunity to be represented alongside these ‘imported artists’ (T. Smith 

455). The question of Feminism in art and the pressure placed on state art galleries to 

include women, to research Australian women and to exhibit their art placed pressure on 

curators and on gallery systems to be more inclusive. Though how their repositioning 

within state art galleries occurred and how that assisted the push for Australian 

Aboriginal art is yet to be fully researched. By the time European Dialogue (1979) 

occurred, the Biennale had expanded to include other venues like the AGNSW. This 

expansion of exhibition space also contributed to greater inclusion of women and 

Australian Aboriginal art.  

This discourse between international and national contemporary art was playing out 

around the same time that Bernice Murphy was given space within the exhibitions 

schedule at the AGNSW. Gil Docking offered a slot with six weeks prep time, in which 

Murphy chose to create Australian Perspecta to complement the Biennale of Sydney.  

Bernice Murphy grew up in rural Victoria before going to university in Melbourne. Her 

interest in Australia Aboriginal art came around the time she moved to Hobart to teach 

art history (Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ”). In “Curating Contemporary 

Aboriginal Art”, Murphy writes that it was after moving to Tasmania in 1972 that she 

began to seriously think about Australian Aboriginal culture. Her time in Hobart 

allowed her to begin unravelling some of the ‘misconceptions attending the historical 

displacement and quite misleading concept of the end of Tasmanian Aboriginal culture 

with the death of Truganini’ (Murphy 21-24). The idea that Truganini was the last of the 

Australian Aboriginal in Tasmania, Murphy writes: 
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 It seemed to me to carry within it a kind of haematological racism that formed the 

final phase of the totally colonising mentality of the usurping culture. I became 

aware of a continuing Aboriginal inheritance among people living in Tasmania 

who recalled and defended their forebears - most vividly played out in the case of 

the long, appalling and finally fruitful struggle to regain Truganini’s skeleton from 

the Tasmanian Museum. I then began to consider Aboriginal art as a developing 

and evolving tradition when I first came into contact with Papunya painting (in 

Sydney in 1975). (Murphy 21-24) 

Murphy attended the reopening of the AGNSW and its extensions in 1972 and also 

visited the Primitive Art exhibition that was held upstairs in the temporary space of the 

prints and drawings room (Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ”). The journey that 

Murphy has taken as a curator reflects her interest in better understanding the work of 

Aboriginal artists, if not artists in general.  

In 1975 Murphy moved to Sydney and was employed as the head of education at the 

AGNSW until 1978, when she left to work at the Australian Galleries Directors’ 

Council on international shows. At that time she was given six weeks to put together an 

exhibition on landscape for the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs, 

Pemandangan alam dan khayal: Landscape and Image: A Selection of Australian Art of 

the 1970s (1978), that would travel to Indonesia. She decided to include Aboriginal art 

and, as a normal process to get things cleared to travel outside Australia, found 

assistance in Bob Edwards at the Aboriginal Arts Board who helped make it happen 

(Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ”). This exhibition was the first to show works by 

artists from Papunya. Located in Central Australia, Papunya was a government reserve 

for Australian Aboriginals removed from their country. From the late 1960s, several 

different language groups were located in the one place and over time via an art teacher, 

Geoffrey Bardon, some of the elders were given an opportunity to paint using synthetic 
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polymer paint. By the late 1970s an arts organisation known as Papunya Tula Pty Ltd 

was operating and by the 1980s it became one of the biggest contemporary art 

movements in Australia. 

The Indonesian exhibition in 1978 would not only include bark painting which Murphy 

writes ‘seemed only to help ‘freeze’ Aboriginal society behind horizons of ossifying - 

and fundamentally racist - classification (“their culture yields ethnology; we have art”)’ 

(Murphy “Curating Contemporary Aboriginal Art”, 21-24). She also believed that it was 

important to include ‘a form of Aboriginal art that was then still rejected by our art 

museums and widely pronounced as inauthentic and kitsch: namely, acrylic on canvas 

painting from Papunya.  And so in an exhibition representing forty artists, each by one 

work, there was a bark painting from Arnhem Land by David Djuta (Djinang clan) and 

an acrylic painting from Papunya by Billy Stockman (Anmatjera/Aranda)’ (Murphy 

“Curating Contemporary Aboriginal Art”, 21-24). 

In the article, Murphy acknowledges that Nick Waterlow did include Aboriginal art in 

the 3rd Biennale of Sydney: European Dialogues (1979) and wrote that it was ‘certainly 

a notable transition on the home front in the possibilities of bringing into closer 

company two areas of contemporary cultural activity that were generally treated within 

mutually exclusive horizons’ (Murphy “Curating Contemporary Aboriginal Art”, 21-

24). Murphy then expanded: 

As the 1970s were concluded, however, while much had been on the move 

independently through a rejuvenating, expanding Aboriginality across Australian 

society (thanks in part to the Australia Council’s Aboriginal Arts Board and the 

initiatives it took after 1973) all that had really been achieved within our major art 

institutions, it seemed, was a precarious juxtaposition of two different cultures 

within the domain of the European art museum. The juxtaposition remained an 
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abrupt one, across a still huge symbolic chasm of the presumed impossibility of 

interaction on any terms other than sharp difference and contracting Otherness. 

(Murphy “Curating Contemporary Aboriginal Art”, 21-24) 

Murphy writes that the inclusion of barks in the 1979 Biennale brought only ‘slight 

reaction within Australia. It was quietly registered, but scarcely discussed at a critical 

level. Things were about to change, quite suddenly and forcefully’ (Murphy “Curating 

Contemporary Aboriginal Art” 21-24). It was the Australian Perspecta 81 that 

contained a survey of Euro-Australian art with three large paintings from Papunya. It 

received strong criticism. Murphy reflected that as the curator: 

My judgements are inevitably loaded by personal commitments to the overall 

structure of that project and to the general map of selection in the conditions of 

that time. I cannot pass by the issue of the Aboriginal inclusion in silence, 

however, since the subject is important to the present context. The inclusion of 

works from Papunya was much debated, and quite strongly criticised from within 

the art critical community. It was argued that it was impossible to bring together 

art works that proceeded from such totally contrary cultural bases as western art 

and traditional Aboriginal art. More particularly, it was alleged that the inclusion 

of the Papunya works in the company of artists such as David Aspden was to 

falsify their meaning, suggesting that they be read simply within the domain of 

western abstraction. (Murphy “Curating Contemporary Aboriginal Art”, 21-24) 

The works were selected and hung with information explaining the work, the artist and 

detail of the stories contained in them in order to help ‘provide a context’ that would be 

‘outside western abstraction’. Murphy was aware that there was nothing that might 

remake the ‘deformed social relations of two stories of colonisation’ (Murphy “Curating 

Contemporary Aboriginal Art”, 21-24). Some of the wilder allegations that were 
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ventilated in 1981 included ‘the proclaimed contamination’ of Aboriginal culture. The 

association of these works with the market and the use of ceremonial forms for sale 

(Murphy “Curating Contemporary Aboriginal Art”, 21-24).  

In “Perspecta 81: The ‘been-there-done-that’ of the New”, Graeme Sturgeon writes 

about the Australian Perspecta 81 exhibition as representing: 

The first serious attempt by the Art Gallery of New South Wales to balance the 

international pre-occupation of the Biennale of Sydney by mounting a comparably 

large-scale bash for local art. It can also be seen as guilty reaction to the general 

neglect of contemporary Australian art by our State art museums.  

‘Perspecta 81’ was a large exhibition with one hundred and forty-eight works 

(some with several parts) by seventy artists. It included examples from most areas 

of today’s art although, as usual, painting was predominant. There was also a nod 

in the direction of Aboriginal art. As with any exhibition of work plucked hot 

from the flux of the commercial exhibition circuit, there was much in ‘Perspecta 

81’ that was meretricious, with little to offer beyond novelty or an adroit 

manipulation of current art-making formulas taken over from American or 

European prototypes. Some of it was simply dull. (Sturgeon 335 - 339) 

Sturgeon places the blame ‘in part’ on Murphy as well as on the artists. He argues that 

the exhibition ignores ‘our most significant contemporary figures’ such as Arthur Boyd, 

Sydney Nolan and Fred Williams (Sturgeon 335 - 339). On the works by the Aboriginal 

artists that were included in the exhibition, Sturgeon writes: 

For the first time in any general survey of Contemporary Australian Art, work by 

Aboriginal Australians was included. It was a brave attempt to give recognition to 

the cultural achievements of the original inhabitants of this country but one which 
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raised many awkward questions. Why did such recognition take so long? Is it 

Aboriginal art or just art by Aborigines? By what criteria are we to judge it? It 

might well be as Bernice Murphy suggests in her Introduction to the catalogue, 

that these works are ‘important examples of cultural adaption’ and that they are 

‘quite compatible with the long evolution of Aboriginal culture’; but this 

optimistic view ignores the fact that any close relationship between such made-to-

order work and work which arises simply as an aspect of tribal society seems 

doomed to become increasingly tenuous. As the young men decline to under-go 

the rituals of initiation and to accept the concomitant burden of knowledge and 

responsibility, so the old men decline to pass on the ancient tribal wisdom, and the 

symbolic meaning fundamental to Aboriginal art is lost. What we get in its place 

may look superficially the same but be, in fact, meaningless decoration. The 

present works, however, despite their being non-traditional in form and medium 

were made by tribal men who, until comparatively recently, lived the traditional 

bush life. The paintings are impressive demonstrations of the Aboriginal artists’ 

ability to integrate traditional sacred and secular meaning and to combine them 

into graphic symbols of great impact. The vast canvas (670 cm long) by the 

brothers Clifford and Tim Tjapaltjarri, is an epic piece of history painting, 

crammed with important information about their country and the myths associated 

with it. The paintings from the Pintubi Tribe because of their strong abstract 

patterns are, at first viewing, the most appealing to viewers more accustomed to 

the conventions of Western art, although all but the simplest interpretation of the 

paintings’ meaning is withheld from them. At a time when general awareness of 

the disgraceful treatment of Aborigines by white Australia has never been higher, 

the inclusion of Aboriginal paintings in an exhibition such as ‘Perspecta 81’, may 

be regarded as a political act, less confrontational than that of Peter Kennedy, but 
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at least as tell and perhaps ultimately more meaningful. (Sturgeon “Perspecta 81: 

The ‘been-there-done-that’ of the New”, 335 - 339) 

Around this time, Murphy says there were a few international artists who were coming 

to Australia, like Marina and Ulay Abramović. Marina and Ulay went to the Central 

Desert to learn from the Aboriginal artists, they were ‘more deeply’ involved than 

Australian artists, according to Murphy, though Australian artists had started interacting 

with Aboriginal artists around that time. From this came what Murphy considers some 

extremely important performance art, which was then becoming a new component of 

the contemporary art scene (Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ”).  

The Australian Perspecta 81 would eventually open with eighty-one artists from across 

Australia. This time Murphy was adamant that the Papunya works would be featured. 

She contacted Geoffrey Bardon who was unwell at the time and managed to get a large 

Napangati painting that is now in the Margaret Carnegie Collection.  She also managed 

to get Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri and Tim Leura Tjapaltjarri’s Warlugulong 1976, as 

well as works by Susan Norrie and Peter Booth, acquired for the AGNSW. The show 

not only exhibited the Papunya works in the Central Court, but also covered the 

downstairs temporary exhibition space. It included other works by non-Aboriginal 

artists to do with the land and received a good deal of criticism for its ‘presentation of 

contemporary art that was so confrontational’ (Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ”).  

The Australian Perspecta’s aimed to complement the Biennale of Sydney with its mainly 

international orientation. It aimed to provide new and highly focused attention on 

Australian art and was to be a new source for potential acquisitions by the gallery. 

By 1983 Murphy had the opportunity to visit Papunya in Central Australia with 

Gabrielle Pizzi (Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ”). In between the 1981 and the 

1983 Australian Perspecta Murphy felt that there had been a sufficient shift in 
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acceptance towards the works of Papunya Tula artists as high art. It was these shifts that 

were really important to her curatorial interest so by the second Perspecta, Murphy was 

by then interested in what she perceived as another gap, that of the northern art as 

‘traditional’ and not as ‘contemporary’(Murphy “Message to Vanessa Russ’). Here she 

worked with the assistance of Djon Mundine who at the time was an art adviser working 

in Northern Territory.  

In The Native Born: Objects and Representations from Ramingining, Arnhem Land, 

Djon Mundine writes that the second Australian Perspecta exhibition held in 1983 had 

three works entered, two sets of paintings and a multi-media work. One of the paintings 

came from the artist David Daymirringu, in which the context of the works related to a 

mapping of sites from his land. The works were viewed as a sort of ‘manifesto of 

ownership’ and ‘cultural obligations’ (Mundine 80).  Using new media, Daymirringu’s 

son Jimmy Banabul produced a set of photographs and ‘sound recordings of his 

mother’s land at yathalamarra’ (Mundine 80). In addition a second set of paintings on 

bark made by four artists focused on the narrative of native honey. The works by 

Daymirringu were acquired by the AGNSW in 1984 as a part of Bernice Murphy’s last 

curatorial initiative prior to leaving for the Power Gallery at the University of Sydney 

(Mundine 80). 

Mundine would curate a show of works by David Malangi that eventually reflected all 

Malangi’s ancestral sites. It was installed in the prints and drawings room upstairs and 

at the opening Malangi brought a sculpture of an ancestor which the gallery acquired. 

There were no Papunya works as the objective was to present these works not as 

something traditional from the past, but as a classical take on the present. 

In the “Introduction” to Australian Perspecta, 1983, Bernice Murphy writes that there 

was a drought of eight years in which none of the state galleries had mounted a major 
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exhibition of Australian art that ‘testified to the range, strength and diversity of 

Australian art’ during the 1970s.  Australian Perspecta, 1981, was conceived to 

complement the ‘increased energy directed towards art from foreign countries’ (Murphy 

“Introduction” Australian Perspecta 83, 11) which had occurred during the growth of 

the Biennale of Sydney since it started in 1973.  

Since the AGNSW had become a host gallery for the Biennale in 1976 and the 

Department of Contemporary Art was established in 1979, it was felt that when the 

concept was proposed in 1980 that it would both ‘regularise’ and ‘strengthen’ the 

AGNSW’s commitment to contemporary Australian art, while providing ‘better 

balance’ and ‘dialogue between Australian art and art from abroad’ (Murphy 

“Introduction” Australian Perspecta 83, 11). Murphy writes that the AGNSW was the 

first gallery to adopt the title of contemporary art, and its use dissolved the ‘traditional, 

vertical division between Australian and non-Australian contemporary art, was in part a 

reflection of the particular conditions of increased exposure of recent art in this 

institution in the later 1970s...’ (Murphy “Introduction” Australian Perspecta 83, 11). 

Murphy writes: 

More Australian artists than ever before - and in greater contrariety - were 

spontaneously finding their way beyond the strictures of continual subservience to 

‘internationalism’ and mainstream cultural forms evolved elsewhere, and were 

developing a varied and rich texture within the broad cultural fabric of our visual 

arts. This change was not merely one of intellectual contradiction behind 

confining nationalist frontiers - as had marked earlier ‘Australian art for 

Australians’ movements in our cultural history. It was nourished by a more wide-

ranging and subtle comprehension of regional distinctness, and a sharpened 

analysis of the particular conditions of cultural formation operating within 

Australian society. (Murphy “Introduction” Australian Perspecta, 11) 
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The general state of thinking had changed in Australia and it had begun to include a 

wide range of issues, from Aboriginal land rights to multicultural television and radio 

from syndicated information and synthesised cultural experience to Japanese tourist 

development of the Queensland coast and assimilation of Vietnamese boat people, and 

from the exploitive ethic of continual development to the environmental battle to save 

one of the world’s last greatest wildernesses in southern Tasmania. Murphy writes that 

the events in the 1980s a ‘polyglot climate of influences in which our cultural images 

are now generated! Certainly it is much more faceted, less stratified and 

compartmentalised than in all previous phases of Australia’s cultural development’ 

(Murphy “Introduction” Australian Perspecta, 11). The artists had replaced hierarchy 

with ‘equivalence; polarisation and dichotomy with neutrality and fluidity’ (Murphy 

“Introduction” Australian Perspecta, 11). Murphy highlights a more multi-plural 

approach to art and a mixture of ‘high’ and ‘low’ art, between the ‘exotic’ and the 

‘mundane’. These are all the factors contributing to the Perspecta exhibitions. Not to 

compare Australian art to foreign, but to highlight the current contemporary practice of 

all artists in Australia (Murphy “Introduction” Australian Perspecta, 11). This delves 

into an appreciation of difference which often comes with the inclusion of Aboriginal 

art into exhibitions of art nationally. 

In 1981 the inaugural Australian Perspecta, from the 28 May - 21 June included works 

by Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri, Tim Leura Tjapaltjarri and Charlie Tjapangati. In the 

second Australian Perspecta held in 1983 from the 12 May - 26 June there were nine 

bark paintings commissioned by the AGNSW from David Malangi. Mundine also 

helped arrange works by David Daymirringu and his son Jimmy Banabul; this 

Australian Perspecta included eighty artists from across Australia. These Aboriginal 

artists were later represented along with some Western Desert artists at the XVII Sao 

Paulo Biennale exhibition, Brazil from October to December of 1983.  
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Not long after, Bernice Murphy would be invited to share a joint directorship with Leon 

Paroissien at the Power Gallery (MCA) at the University of Sydney. Murphy had 

reached her limit at the AGNSW and chose to move on. The sense is that perhaps there 

might have been an issue with the institutional culture of the gallery that limited 

challenges to art world discourses and henceforth encouraged her departure. The 

AGNSW is not always renowned for challenging art history or stereotypes but for 

allowing other galleries in Sydney to test the waters first. Perhaps it is not the role of 

state art galleries to take on such approaches anyway.  

Djon Mundine writes that Elwyn Lynn was the inaugural curator of the Power 

Collection of Contemporary Art (Mundine 21). Lynn held this position from 1968 until 

1983, in which time the context of the collection focused on international art, mainly 

through the purchasing policy of its founder, the art was to be non-Australian art. Lynn 

acquired works from trips taken to Europe, Britain, the United States and if only briefly 

Latin America. The works formed the basis of the permanent collection which became 

known as the Museum of Contemporary Art. The only Australian works to enter the 

collection were gifted works and small in number. Despite the weighted acquisitions 

policy on overseas art in the last months of his time Lynn purchased a single carving of 

a Mimi figure in 1983 (Mundine 21). 

Murphy and Paroissien replaced Lynn in 1984 and opened up discussions with Mundine 

to consider the possibility of enlisting his assistance in organising an exhibition of art 

from the Ramingining region at the MCA. When putting together the Ramingining 

exhibition in 1984, the MCA allocated the next three years of funding to acquire the 

entire exhibition. It required a revision of the Power Collections policy for purchases 

towards art made in Australia, and the fact that the acquisition was from one particular 

area of Australia was even more exceptional (Mundine 22-23). The MCA provided 

competition for the AGNSW with regards to contemporary art; it also provided 
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competition in the purchase of important collections of Aboriginal art. When the 

AGNSW was offered the Arnott’s Collection and refused, the MCA did not hesitate to 

purchase it.  

At the J.W. Power Gallery of the University of Sydney, Bernice Murphy and Leon 

Paroissien began to collect and exhibit contemporary Aboriginal art. For practical 

reasons they adopted a policy of collecting selectively and in-depth, beginning with 

bark paintings from Ramingining and Maningrida in Arnhem Land. Though the purpose 

of the Power Gallery was for the collection of contemporary international art, Murphy 

and Paroissien were able to adapt a policy of collecting locally. The Native Born 

exhibition assembled 256 objects which were all acquired by the Power Gallery. 

At the same time as the first Australian Perspecta 81, the AGNSW showed the 200 

barks in the collection and Djon Mundine consulted with Renee Free to sort through the 

works held in the Aboriginal Art Collection. Free wanted Mundine to be the curator for 

the collection; however, funding was not available and the need for a curator after 

Tuckson’s death in 1973 was left incomplete. The sense from Renee Free is that Djon 

Mundine knew what the barks meant, ‘he could arrange them in stories’ and ‘he could 

curate an exhibition with meaning’ (Free “Message to Vanessa Russ”). She notes that 

he would have liked to ‘make a catalogue, but permissions were difficult to get at the 

time, and, as he put it, he would have had to walk across Australia to get them. It didn’t 

happen, a great pity as his catalogue for the MCA later showed’ (Free “Message to 

Vanessa Russ”). Mundine was, however, employed as a curator-in-the-field (according 

to the annual reports), a consultative position which allowed funding for Mundine for 

four weeks a year, broken into two annual visits. Funding was also an issue that affected 

the catalogue Mundine was working on under the title Gamununggul: Bark Paintings 

from the AGNSW. The manuscript is still available in the AGNSW Research Library. 
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There is enough information to suggest that Renee Free the curator of European Art and 

friend of Tony Tuckson, was as Deborah Edwards remarked, ‘keeping an eye on it’ 

(Edwards “Message to Vanessa Russ”). The research suggests that Free was very clear 

about its strengths and weaknesses and it seems Free wanted the curator to be of 

Aboriginal decent if possible.  

There was considerable criticism in the early 1980s surrounding the AGNSW approach 

to the Aboriginal Art Collection, and Free did attempt to respond to this criticism in 

notes she made in 1983.  In a conversation with Djon Mundine, he said that they were 

considering getting rid of the collection at this time (Mundine “Message to Vanessa 

Russ”), but Free’s notes which are a Response to Criticism on the AGNSW and 

Aboriginal Art, refutes that idea stating that this had no foundation (Free “Response to 

Criticism”). Free notes that the rumour of the gallery closing the section, in her opinion, 

had no foundation except in the potential long-term idea of creating an ‘Aboriginal 

Museum’ in Sydney, with the Australian Museum, the AGNSW and other institutions 

combining their collections.  

The gallery received criticism for lacking a sufficient Department of Australian 

Aboriginal Art. Free agrees that this was obvious and apparent since the ‘death of the 

first curator, Tony Tuckson, in 1973’ (Free “Response to Criticism”). Free then argues 

that other criticism that appears might have come from artist Jeffrey Samuels with 

regards to the number of works in the collection. Free writes ‘he is correct in that we do 

not have any pieces of the 70s and 80s, except those acquired as gifts or those acquired 

by the Contemporary Art Department’ (Free “Response to Criticism”). 

Free also defends the display of Aboriginal art, writing: 

We do not display only token pieces. Our display of paintings is far greater than 

the Museums. Our display has always been substantial, and the specially designed 
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gallery has always held 2/3rds of our Aboriginal collection. We have been 

instrumental in fostering public awareness. Our collection is moreover very 

complete in the depiction of major myths of Eastern Arnhem Land. Published 

catalogues have been made, but are out of print. (Free “Response to Criticism”) 

Free also argues that the gallery was ‘not unconcerned with Aboriginal art’ (Free 

“Response to Criticism”). She writes that the AGNSW was the first gallery to show 

Aboriginal art as art in a gallery context and not a museum (Free “Response to 

Criticism”). Free fully accepted that the gallery had stopped purchasing Aboriginal art 

from the 1960s onwards and that the AGNSW needed to open a department, though ‘not 

for Tribal Art - but for Australian Aboriginal art’ (Free “Response to Criticism”). This 

did not mean that the gallery would not be highly selective, Free hoped for examples 

‘from all the different areas’, but in no way could represent every Aboriginal artist (Free 

“Response to Criticism”). 

Free makes it clear that a Department of Aboriginal Art could be run like a Department 

of European Art, but she highlights the importance of it being an Aboriginal curator 

who selects and commissions the works. Free’s notes also identify several activities 

relating to ‘fostering public awareness’ through ‘projected exhibition’ of all the 

Aboriginal bark paintings, as well as a ‘book which illustrates every painting and gives 

much information as the Aboriginal artists will allow’ (Free “Response to Criticism”).  

Free also associates the work of the Biennale and Australian art in Perspecta as 

promoting awareness of Aboriginal art and: 

Fostering the art itself - two groups of works, one by David Malangi illustrating 

his own story and his mother’s, and another group of five artists on the theme of 

honey, were specifically commissioned for Australian Perspecta, the biennale 

survey of Contemporary Australian art. Aboriginal art was also shown in the 
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previous Perspecta 1981, and the Biennales 1982 and 1979, placed in exhibitions 

as art, generally, in the Biennales, and Australian art in Perspectas. (Free 

“Response to Criticism”) 

There might be other reasons for this criticism of the AGNSW at the time. In 

“Collecting Aboriginal Art in the Australian Nation: Two case Studies”, Fred R. Myers 

writes on the collection of Tim and Vivien Johnson, that Tim Johnson was involved 

with the painters and entrusted by them. In 1981 the AGNSW was suppose to exhibit a 

series of sand paintings by artists from the Western Desert. Myers quotes Tim Johnson 

saying that: 

The artists wanted me to organise a ground painting for them in Sydney. The 

project had been set in motion by the National Gallery and there’d been a grant of 

$400 to collect Spinifex, ochres and things to make the ground painting, but no 

arrangements had been made for the installation. It was supposed to be at the 

National Gallery but they’d been waiting a year or six months for word. It’s a 

good example of how, at the administrative end, it didn’t matter whether it went 

ahead or not - or when, but meanwhile these artists were out there in the desert 

waiting and waiting for the white people to give them the signal to do the ground 

painting - it was really important to them. When I turned up, they gave me the job 

of organising it.  

We tried the N.S.W. Art Gallery, who agreed to put it in the middle of the 

forecourt during the Sydney Festival, but when the date approached they made 

some excuse and dropped it. But the S.H. Erwin Gallery agreed to have it in their 

grounds. Two of the artists came down to Sydney for it. A lot of people came to 

see it and it got good press coverage. It was the first ground painting outside of 

the desert. (Myers 116-137) 
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Although sand painting came into the AGNSW later, this early exhibition was a pivotal 

event in the history of Australian Aboriginal art. It also suggests a lack of interest by 

Edmund Capon.  

The appointment of Djon Mundine as a consultant appears in the Annual Report for 

1982. It notes that Mundine started ‘acting as an adviser and editor’ with the assistance 

of the Renee Free, who was working on a projected exhibition and publication of 200 

bark paintings. The position does not appear to be official until around 1984; though the 

Annual Reports might be at fault here.  Free supported Mundine and together they held 

two early exhibitions of Aboriginal art in the 1980s Aboriginal Bark Paintings: from the 

Collection of the Art Gallery of New South Wales 1981 and Aboriginal Bark Paintings: 

200 in the collection, 1983, both outside the Tribal Gallery in the basement. This was to 

demonstrate that the collection was still active in the gallery.  

It might be that Mundine was not particularly focused on being a curator at the time. 

The sense from Mundine was that he didn’t really want the job but he wanted to learn 

about art (Mundine “Message to Vanessa Russ”). Free on the other hand, was 

advocating for an Aboriginal perspective to manage the collection and to curate 

exhibitions that communicate Aboriginal art to the general public. Renee Free writes of 

Mundine that ‘Djon was a revelation’ (Free “Message to Vanessa Russ”). While 

curatorial roles for Aboriginal people were still to be fully endorsed by the art network 

in Sydney, this was a first.  

By 1985 Mundine and Free started exhibiting for the Aboriginal Fortnight, which 

eventually became NAIDOC Week. As yet there was still no formal appointment of a 

curator for ‘tribal art’ and the Annual Report notes that Free was still continuing to 

‘assume general curatorial responsibility for the collection and their display’ (AGNSW 

Annual Report for the Art Gallery of New South Wales for the year 1985). With 
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assistance from Mundine, it notes that the ‘Tribal Art gallery was re-hung and further 

acquisitions of principally Contemporary Aboriginal art were made’ (AGNSW Annual 

Report for the Art Gallery of New South Wales for the year 1985). 

Renee Free reviewed the collection. The Annual Report for 1986 notes that ‘Our 

activities in this regard will depend considerably on our ability to appoint a part-time 

curator for the department. Endeavours are continuing to be made to secure funding to 

permit such an appointment. The tribal art display area will be enlarged considerably as 

part of the building extensions programme presently in progress’ (AGNSW Annual 

Report for the Art Gallery of New South Wales for the year 1986). These were of course 

the extensions to the back of the gallery into the staff car park, which would eventually 

open in 1988. There is no clear information on the outcome of the review, but there was 

to be a rehang of the collection in the Tribal Gallery.  

By 1987 effort was made to redesign and double the size of the space in the Tribal 

Gallery. At this point the Tribal Gallery was supposedly closed so that it could be 

emptied in preparation for refurbishment. The Annual Report for 1987 notes that ‘the 

Aboriginal collection has been augmented by a generous gift by Professor Harry 

Messel, of part of his collection of Aboriginal bark paintings and carvings’ (AGNSW 

Annual Report for the Art Gallery of New South Wales for the year 1987). Messel’s 

entire collection had been lent to the gallery for exhibition when the Tribal Gallery was 

reopened in 1988.  

The year of the Bicentenary of Australia, 1988, was a pivotal year for the Australian art 

world.  It was a Biennale year and Brisbane was host to a World Trade Exposition that 

had a major exhibition of Australian art, which included works by Aboriginal artists. 

The exhibition Creating Australia: 200 Years of Art 1788 -1988, was a massive success. 

This year also showed the 200 memorial hollow-log coffins, created with assistance by 
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Djon Mundine as art adviser to the Ramingining Arts and Crafts organisation, as for the 

Biennale of Sydney. The Tribal Gallery opened with the Harry Messel Collection, and 

there were also works on display by urban Aboriginal artists Fiona Foley and Jeffery 

Samuels. The Annual Report for 1988 states that the ‘position of part-time Aboriginal 

consultant has now been formalised’ (AGNSW Annual Report for the Art Gallery of 

New South Wales for the year 1988). From 1973 until 1988 the evidence suggests that 

gallery management had little interest in Aboriginal art. It was in the collection but not 

in the gallery system.  

By 1989 the Australian Aboriginal and Melanesian Art Department (as it was described 

then with the Australian and Melanesian Art being replaced with the Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Art Department) had acquired works by Dorothy Djukulul, who 

was a prominent female bark painter as well as works by Rover Thomas and Jimmy 

Niminjuma. The fact that the Melanesian component had not been dropped from the 

title should also be noted. The last presentations of New Guinea Highland material was 

made by Jean Moriarty, Stan Moriarty’s wife, who donated additional work from her 

late husband’s collection (AGNSW Annual Report for the Art Gallery of New South 

Wales for the year 1979, 10). 

By 1989 the shift back to Australian Aboriginal Art had been made. The collection still 

holds the Melanesian art, as well as the African masks, all of which are displayed 

around the gallery, from time to time, but rarely viewed today in a consistent fashion to 

Aboriginal art. By 1990 it seems there is a shift in the way the part-time Aboriginal 

consultant position was working for the gallery. The Annual Report for 1990 notes that 

‘new policies for the director of the department and for acquisitions in many areas were 

drawn up and accepted’ (AGNSW Annual Report for the Art Gallery of New South 

Wales for the year 1990). In practice the difficulties of distance, and communication 

and understanding with the arrangement of Mundine living and working in the Northern 
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Territory created conflict. There were other factors at play, though the evidence is 

unclear, distance was not the only issue. Changes of administration and functions of the 

department were being proposed. The research suggests that Mundine was working on a 

more comprehensive publication for the Aboriginal collection, but it never eventuated 

(AGNSW Annual Report for the Art Gallery of New South Wales for the year 1990). 

As for the Tribal Gallery itself, though notes were made surrounding its potential 

expansion, it appears that this was only one possible proposal for the space. In the end, 

due to structural restrictions the Basement Court was not extended and again a new plan 

had to be made in order to provide enough room for the rapidly expanding collection. 

But this did not occur during the extensions of 1988. It appears that Aboriginal art 

remained of the gallery but not in the gallery. Perhaps the criticism of the gallery was 

warranted.  

The next acquisitions of Aboriginal art made by the gallery were not made through the 

Aboriginal Art Department during the 1980s but through the Contemporary Art 

Department and the Prints and Drawings Department. The prints and drawings, in 

particular, were brought due to their contemporary feel, works by artists like Jimmy 

Pike, Sally Morgan, Kevin Gilbert, Robert Campbell Jr and Raymond Meeks were 

acquired. Many of these artists were Urban Aboriginal artists. That is they did not fit the 

stereotype of the day, that Aboriginal people only lived in remote locations and only 

produced works from classical practices related to those regions.  

It was Aboriginal voices that questioned the AGNSW on Aboriginal Art in 1983 and it 

would be these Aboriginal representatives who would eventually contribute to the next 

wave of history in the gallery. To conclude this chapter it is important to highlight the 

significant influence on the AGNSW that would come from of the Boomalli Aboriginal 

Artists’ Cooperative. Boomalli appears to operate like most art societies, offering 



206 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

members opportunities to exhibit and sell works. The influence of the Boomalli group, 

the creation of a new vocabulary to recognise Urban Aboriginal artists, and the 

advocacy for greater recognition of Aboriginal art in the AGNSW, needs further 

research. However, what is known is that in 1984 a group of Aboriginal artists from 

across Australia came together to exhibition in Koori Art 84, held at Artspace, Sydney, 

5 - 29 September. In all there were twenty-three artists included, for example, Banduk 

Marika, Fiona Foley, Raymond Meeks and Trevor Nickolls. In 1986 a second 

exhibition, Urban Koories opened at the Workshop Arts Centre, Sydney. The exhibition 

was divided into an introductory show followed by a women’s show. In September 

1987, the Boomalli Aboriginal Artists’ Cooperative was established in Sydney by 

Bronwyn Bancroft, Euphemia Bostock, Brenda L. Croft, Fiona Foley, Fernanada 

Martens, Arone Raymond Meeks, Tracey Moffatt, Avril Quaill, Michael Riley and 

Jeffrey Samuels. It was inaugurated by the exhibition Boomalli Au-go-go.   

Boomalli was the result of a need to support Aboriginal artists living in major cities. 

These artists came together during the 1980s to support one another and expand the 

definition of Aboriginal art at the time. It was through Boomalli that the AGNSW 

acquired the works of Fiona Foley and Jeffery Samuels. It was also through Boomalli 

that the first full-time curator in the Aboriginal Art Department would be sourced.  

In “Boomalli”, Brenda L. Croft writes:  

The co-operative began functioning as an exhibition/workspace in November 

1987 with our opening show, “Boomalli Au-Go-Go”. In reality, however, many of 

the founding members had seen the idea germinate years before and grow through 

a series of informal meetings where we came together on common ground, both as 

Aboriginal people and fellow artists. [...] Many of us had been through, or were in 

the process of studying at various arts institutions, tertiary or otherwise, and it was 
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these institutions’ lack of empathy or understanding of the individual that brought 

us together. Being urban Koories we found ourselves continually misunderstood 

and marginalised through ignorance and prejudice. [...] It was constantly put to us 

by academics and students alike, that we were not ‘real-Aboriginals’, therefore 

our art was not acceptable as ‘real’ Aboriginal art. [...] Boomalli Aboriginal 

Artists co-operative was born not only from frustration but also from 

determination to create our own space in the art world and general community. 

Not wanting to compete with non-Aboriginal artists and the mainstream art 

world’s definition of us as Koori artists. (Croft 108) 

Though having considered herself a writer rather than an artist, Hetti Perkins would also 

find her way into Boomalli through friends. Perkins along with Brenda L. Croft became 

two of the most important Aboriginal curators to work within art institutions in 

Australia. Other Aboriginal curators included Margo Neale, who worked at the 

AGNSW, Queensland Art Gallery, and the National Museum of Australia; Doreen 

Mellor at Flinders University in South Australia, the Tandanya National Aboriginal 

Cultural Institute in Adelaide and National Library in Australia and of course Djon 

Mundine for example. It was through Boomalli that the director, Edmund Capon, met 

Hetti Perkins and it would be Boomalli influence that would, over the years, see the 

gallery’s collection diversify on a national level to include works from the ‘classical’ 

spectrum of Aboriginal art right across to the ‘contemporary’. From bark paintings to 

acrylic, from sculpture, photography and performance to video and installation works.  

Conclusion 

 

This chapter investigated the history of the AGNSW and its relationship to Australian 

Aboriginal art through the 1970s until the late 1980s. The professionalisation of the 



208 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

gallery over the 1960s and 1970s would put pressure on directors. Although the director 

had to compete with curatorial staff with higher levels of education and demands for 

greater transparency, these curators did not necessarily replace the director completely 

when it came to exhibitions and acquisitions.  

The period from the time of Tuckson’s death in 1973 until the late 1980s was an 

important period for Aboriginal art outside the AGNSW. With national policies against 

discrimination now in place and funding for the arts and culture a part of the new vision 

for the nation, Australian Aboriginal art would be encouraged to grow. Yet this period 

suggests that within the state art galleries, the view of Australian Aboriginals was not a 

part of the national identity. With competition from International art, Asian and now 

Contemporary art, the AGNSW resisted plans to employee a curator for its Aboriginal 

Art Collection or even to expand it as a department. For the most part, it remains in the 

collection but not of the gallery system. 

By the 1980s the number of Aboriginal voices questioning the gallery lack of 

Aboriginal representations, put pressure on the need for change, but until 1988 with the 

next round of extensions, the Tribal Gallery in the Basement Court remains unchanged. 

There is little to no purchasing of Aboriginal art during this period, except for the works 

acquired by the Contemporary Art Department and Prints and Drawings Department. 

And there are no plans set down for future consideration. Attempts were made to bring 

new contemporary Aboriginal art into the collection in the early 1980s, however,  

curator Bernice Murphy, would eventually leave to join the Museum of Contemporary 

Art, where she continued her interest in Australian Aboriginal art discourses. Aside 

from the Aboriginal Fortnight and a handful of exhibitions on the collection that was, 

Australian Aboriginal art appears to have needed a new event, a change in government, 

to bring attention to it within the state art gallery.  
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Chapter Five  

The realignment of Australian Aboriginal Art in the AGNSW:  

1990 until today 

 

Introduction 

This chapter investigates the AGNSW and its realignment with Australian Aboriginal 

art, from the 1990s until today. This was a period in time, when the expansion of 

Australian Aboriginal art was linked directly to political events of the day. The gallery 

takes a new approach by funding a full-time and assistant Aboriginal curator, to take 

care of the Aboriginal Art Collection. Included in this new approach was the search for 

more exhibition space for the collection and funding to purchase. As the collection and 

exhibitions grew the interest in challenging the Australian context held in the gallery 

becomes a new focus by these curators, and it would come to a head with the 

resignation of Hetti Perkins in 2011. After the initial purchase of a work by Edwin 

Pareroultja in 1947 and the later acquisition period from 1956 to 1963, this next era of 

history, from the 1990s until today, was the most active phase for Australian Aboriginal 

art in the AGNSW. It has some of the most complicated and extensive discourses, 

requiring this chapter to be divided into two parts.  

Part one covers the history of the first full-time curator of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Art Daphne Wallace, and Margo Neale who came with Wallace to assist with 

the creation of the exhibition space for the Aboriginal Art Collection and the opening of 
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the Yiribana Gallery, in 1994. This early period was a starting point that gave direction 

to the collection and acquisition of Aboriginal art, building on the work of Djon 

Mundine and Renee Free. This chapter also demonstrates that the history of the 

AGNSW and its relationship to Australian Aboriginal art required not just the efforts of 

an individual but, the advocacy of a team. It also demonstrates the role of government in 

supporting the need for the expansion of exhibition space for Australian Aboriginal art, 

driven by national concerns for Aboriginal health and wellbeing.  

Part two covers the work of Hetti Perkins, who would replace Daphne Wallace as 

curator of the Aboriginal Art Collection in 1998. Perkins influence might be seen well 

before this official recognition via exhibitions she organised such as Aboriginal 

Women’s Art (1991) and My Story My Country (1992). Part two charts the influence of 

blockbuster exhibitions like Papunya Tula: Genesis and Genius (2000) and Crossing 

Country: The Alchemy of Western Arnhem Land (2004), as mediators to new discourses 

on national identities. They challenged the way the gallery viewed Australian 

Aboriginal art and respond to the early exhibitions of Australian Perspecta as well as 

the Biennale of Sydney. Hetti Perkins objectives were, like those before her, to keep 

Aboriginal art active within the mainstream conversation of Australian art. Perkins did 

this with assistance from a small but dedicated team of people within the gallery, until 

her resignation in 2011. Throughout this history the issues of power relations, from a 

lack of female representations, Australian Aboriginal art and new immigrants continue 

to challenge the makeup of the AGNSW. Not only within a collection of art, but in the 

makeup of the board and staff but also on a macro level, on the way racial issues 

continue to arise in Australian history.  

On a national level, in December 2005, at Cronulla Beach in the Sutherland Shire of 

Sydney, an incident that would be later known as the Cronulla riots took place. It was 

an event that had initially started in January of that year when issues between locals and 
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‘Westies’ began to affect the laid back lifestyle of the beach. The locals were Anglo 

Australian and the Westies were Lebanese Australians or later referred to as of Middle 

Eastern appearance. While the sense is that a small number of Westies had since the 

1960s come to the beaches of Sydney from the Western Suburbs, and behaved in 

obnoxious and unfriendly ways, on this occasion the feeling at the beach led to 

retaliation, fuelled by alcohol and text messaging. The event would turn when a man of 

Middle Eastern appearance was attached by a mob of Anglo Australians when trying to 

seek refuge in the local pub. The fear of escalating violence led to police blockading 

roads to Cronulla, and the following weekend beaches from Cronulla right up to Bronte 

and Bondi were closed to public access. On the day, people in the crowd wore slogans 

on their t-shirts such as “You Flew Here, We Grew Here”. Appreciating a certain irony 

presented by these Anglo Australians, Australian Aboriginal artists Vernon Ah Kee and 

Fiona Foley produced works that reinterpreted this saying from an Aboriginal 

perspective. What the riots did, essentially, was to raise the question of who an 

Australian was, within the city of Sydney. With some Lebanese Australians responding 

in an interview on the ABC Four Corners program, in dismay. Some were locals 

themselves, having grown in the beachside suburb and carried the Australian flag since 

childhood. The Cronulla riots focused on an aspect of Australian culture that is in some 

ways reflected in the greater history of Australia, since 1788. We have seen it in the 

mining riots in the 1850s, when the Chinese were restricted from digging for gold, after 

pressure from British miners. The Cronulla riots appear to end with a call for ‘tolerance’ 

and apologies from various leaders in the communities. These racial issues and 

questions of Australian identity remain in these communities, just under the surface. 

This need to question the nation-state identity held in the state art gallery was an 

undercurrent in the actions of Australian Aboriginal curators that would begin working 
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in the gallery and is presented in their efforts to bring Australian Aboriginal art into the 

mainstream gallery system.  

While there have been no riots at the AGNSW, there is a need to consider this socio-

political question of Australian identity, especially when thinking of who state art 

galleries are suppose to serve. As Australian Aboriginal people had worked to bring the 

issues they face to the attention of the mainstream public from as early as the 1930s. 

Events of a great magnitude would bring international attention on Australia, when in 

1991 the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody would hand down its 

findings. The initial motivation for a Royal Commission started a decade earlier when 

in 1981, a sixteen year old Australian Aboriginal by the name of John Pat died while in 

police custody in Roebourne, Western Australia (Fraser and Atkins 15). It began a 

series of Royal Commissions into Aboriginal Deaths in custody in 1987, five days after 

the death of Lloyd Boney in a police cell in Brewarrina NSW (Fraser and Atkins 16). In 

the Royal Commission report, no serious charges were laid. However, 330 

recommendations were made to government, one of which was for a ‘council of 

Aboriginal Reconciliation. This received unanimous, bipartisan support when later 

established by the Act of Parliament’ (Fraser and Atkins 17).  

By 1992 the High Court of Australia made its decision on the case of Mabo v the State 

of Queensland (No.2). It also started a decade earlier, in 1982. Fraser and Atkins write 

that it ‘gave legal recognition to the ownership of land by Indigenous peoples prior to 

dispossession and recognised the continuing existence of native title where it had not 

been expressly extinguished’ (17). Legal dispossession commenced with the declaration 

of terra nullius in 1889. The Prime Minister Paul Keating formed a ‘Ministerial 

Committee chaired by himself to formulate a national response to the Mabo decision. 

Two months later he delivered his Redfern Park speech, publicly acknowledging 

responsibility for many aspects of Aboriginal dispossession’ (Fraser and Atkins 17).  
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In 1991 the Federal Government invited individuals on a national level to participate in 

a program that would aim to establish a process of reconciliation. Walking Together: 

The First Steps Report of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation to Federal 

Parliament 1991 - 94, was chaired by Patrick Dodson. Dodson notes that ‘this process 

would help to heal the wounds of our past and would help to build the foundations upon 

which the rights and affairs of Indigenous Australian’s may be dealt with in a manner 

that gives respect and pride to all of us as Australians’ (Dodson viii). It had bipartisan 

support from both sides of Federal parliament and aimed in the first three years to 

promote reconciliation nationally. This was the beginning of a long term project that 

continued throughout the 1990s and is still active today.  

In August 1992 the Council of Australian Museum Associations, which represents 

museums of science, history and art of all sizes, produced Policies for Museums in 

Australia and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People. The policy preamble states: 

Over the last decade there has been an increasing realisation from within 

museums that there is a need to involve indigenous people in all aspects of 

museum work. This attitude has evolved not only in recognition of the fact that 

the contributions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people enhance the 

quality of museums’ interaction with the broader community, but also out of a 

need to allow those people to determine how museums can best serve their own 

cultural aspirations. (Council “Policies for Museums in Australia and Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander People”, 2) 

The message that was present in the policy appears to have been linked to the 

International Year of Indigenous Peoples in 1993. It went on to say: 

The attitudes of indigenous people world-wide to their own control over their 

cultural heritage and the way that their history is portrayed has been expressed in 
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a number of resolutions to international meetings in the last 10 years. At a 

conference in Costa Rica organised by UNESCO in December 1981 a resolution 

known as the ‘Declaration of San Jose’ noted the increasing concern being 

expressed at international meetings at the loss of cultural identity, especially 

among the Indian people of Latin America. (Council “Policies for Museums in 

Australia and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People”, 2) 

Although the main focus was on museums that held skeletal remains of Indigenous 

peoples it also highlighted issues that came out of a UNESCO regional seminar entitled 

Preserving Indigenous Cultures, in Adelaide in 1978, it made recommendations in 

which it argues that Australian museums and art galleries were making ‘slow progress’ 

towards the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives in their institutions. There were 

recommendations supporting the appointment of an ‘Advisory Board of Aboriginal 

people to advise museums on their work in relation to the culture of Aboriginal people’ 

(Council “Policies for Museums in Australia and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

People”) There was also a recommendation that: 

museums and art galleries undertake a wide range of programs aimed at assisting 

the preservation of indigenous cultures of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people including education programs, exhibitions, support the 

development of local cultural centres, provide assistance to Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander communities, assist communities which seek to revive the 

traditional handicrafts and skills by providing access to collections of cultural 

property and documentation of traditional skills...’ (Council “Policies for 

Museums in Australia and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People”, 3) 

The preamble concluded with an earlier draft of the policy which stated: 
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Indigenous people in many countries are increasingly strident in demanding that 

their rights in all aspects of their cultural heritage be acknowledged. Museums can 

no longer function on the basis that they alone can determine what use is made of 

cultural material and what access is allowed by indigenous people. The continuing 

responsibility of museums to respond to the concerns of indigenous people is a 

moral imperative. (Council “Policies for Museums in Australia and Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander People”, 6) 

By 1997 the AGNSW Annual Report for that year had an additional Appendix G added 

relating to the Implementation of Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody: 

Recommendation Number 56 & 300. The Royal Commission was looking into the 

number of Aboriginal people, mainly men, dying in custody and the effect that the loss 

of belonging felt by Aboriginal people might play. The report states: 

The Art Gallery of NSW projects that introduce Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islanders and others to the history and culture of Indigenous peoples of Australia 

included: 

• The continued acquisition, exhibition, conservation of Aboriginal art and 

commitment to making the collection accessible to the widest possible audience. 

• The growth of exhibition programmes and public programmes associated with the 

Yiribana Gallery, the largest space for the display of Aboriginal Art in the 

Southern Hemisphere. 

• Official visitors to Yiribana this year included the Dalai Lama and Archbishop 

Napier from Natal, South Africa. 

• During the year Yiribana staged two major thematic exhibitions, Copyrites and 

Gamarada. (AGNSW Annual Report for the Art Gallery of New South Wales for 

1997, 68) 
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The Copyrites exhibition, for example, which was curated by Vivien Johnson in 1997, 

aimed to examine the issues surrounding Indigenous copyright and charted the history 

of court cases which had as, Appendix G notes, ‘established precedents for protecting 

Indigenous copyright on intellectual property and cultural integrity’ (AGNSW Annual 

Report for the Art Gallery of New South Wales for 1997, 68). In December 1994 the 

Federal Court of Australia awarded damages of $188 000 to eight well-known 

Aboriginal artists for works reproduced on carpets without the artists’ permission by a 

company called Indofurn Pty Ltd. The works of Tim Leura Tjapaltjarri’s Kooralia, 

1980, and Timmy Payungka Tjapangati Kangaroo and Shield People Dreaming at Lake 

Mackay, 1980, were two works within the AGNSW collection that had been 

photographed for the company (Perkins and West, 300 - 445). It followed with Daphne 

Wallace advocating for the banning of photography in the Yiribana Gallery in 1995.  

Within the AGNSW itself, there was a drive in particular to employ Aboriginal curators 

to care for the Aboriginal Art Collection, though it should be recognised that at this time 

there was also an increase in the number of non-Aboriginal curators working in the 

field. Judith Ryan at the National Gallery of Victoria, Margie West at the Museum and 

Art Gallery of the Northern Territory, Wally Caruana and Susan Jenkins at the National 

Gallery in Canberra, Michael O’Ferrall at the Art Gallery of Western Australia, Diane 

Moon at the Queensland Art Gallery, and Anne Marie Brody at the National Gallery of 

Victoria in Melbourne and later at the Janet Holmes à Court and Kerry Stokes 

Collections in Perth are just a few examples. Their contribution to the history of 

Aboriginal art in the AGNSW might seem inconclusive; however, it is the growth in 

this form of art promotion that sees travelling exhibitions and the promotion of 

individual artists on exhibition in the AGNSW over time. 
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Part One: A Full-Time Curator and Expansion of an Exhibition 

Space: Daphne Wallace  

Part one charts the advocacy for funding to provide for a full-time curator for the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art Collection. The 1990s was really about 

restructuring the Aboriginal Art Department; it now represented Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islanders, though is referred to as the Aboriginal Art Department, as an 

abbreviation. The need for such a position in the gallery had been raised before in 1973, 

1983 and now 1991 and was backed by the socio-political trends associated with 

reconciliation and the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. The idea 

included an Aboriginal Art Department that might function like the European Art 

Department and it was in line with Tony Tuckson’s early Primitive Art Department 

(Free “Response to Criticism”). The difference now was that the Australian Art 

Department, with Barry Pearce as its head curator, had managed to bring the Aboriginal 

Art Department under its wing in order to support an ‘inter-disciplinary’ approach to 

both collections. Well ahead of the times, the idea would have raised the profile of an 

inclusive Australian Art Department that allowed for the two to function, not through 

similarities with links to Europe but to promote the idea of an independent vision of 

Australia. It failed to gain the adequate advocacy and support it needed to work well, to 

meet the needs of what has been for such a long time, two parallel art histories, and is 

an issue that continues to challenge state art galleries currently.   

In 1991, the AGNSW Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works Proposal was put together with 

an expected outcome for 1993/4.  It was a part of a push by Barry Pearce, to find a 

curator to assist with better conservation of the barks in particular. It was hoped that the 

right person would start in early 1992. The position required them to develop, manage 

and exhibit the collection with time for public programs. There was also a need for a 



218 
Vanessa Russ: Dissertation 

conservator on a part-time basis. The concern was not to allow the collection to become 

an ‘ethnographic curiosity’ (AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works Proposal 

1993/4”). A survey by Coopers and Lyrebrand for the Australia Council had highlighted 

the increase in audience interest in Aboriginal arts and culture over the ‘past years’, not 

only of Australian residents but also of international visitors. Up to seventy per cent of 

gallery visitors both residents of Australia and tourists, came to public galleries with the 

‘desire’ to see ‘Aboriginal art’. It was also believed that there was a potential for 

revenue through sales of items of Aboriginal art and craft through the gallery shop 

(AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works Proposal 1993/4”, 1 - 8). 

A major part of the Australian art budget was to be directed to the acquisition of 

Aboriginal art, to boost the collection. It would be difficult to expand an exhibition 

space without bringing the collection along as well. In addition to the Coopers and 

Lyrebrand survey, there was also a survey of Japanese tourism by Japanese tour 

operators who found an overwhelming ninety per cent of Japanese tourists wanting to 

see ‘Aboriginal Performances - song and dance’ (AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital 

Works Proposal 1993/4”). This survey went some way to dispel the view, rumoured to 

be held by the director, Edmund Capon, that tourists and Japanese visitors in particular, 

were not interest in Aboriginal art. The gaps in the collection in the early 1990s were 

from the Western Desert acrylic paintings, Urban Aboriginal artists from New South 

Wales and recent developments in traditional art, with recommendations by Djon 

Mundine to acquire works by artists like Johnny BulunBulun and Jack Wununwun from 

Maningrida (AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works Proposal 1993/4”, 1 - 8). 

Though Djon Mundine had been consulting on the collection for almost a decade the 

position went to Daphne Wallace, assistant to Wally Caruana at the National Gallery of 

Australia. It is suggested that Hetti Perkins, who had also worked on a consultative 

basis helping at the AGNSW to organise the exhibitions of Aboriginal Women’s Art and 
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My Story My Country in 1991 and 1992 respectively, was not able to take up the 

position at that time. It was through Perkins and Bronwyn Bancroft, in connection with 

the Boomalli Aboriginal Artists’ Cooperative that Wallace came to the AGNSW.   

Wallace is a Murri woman of Gamilaroi heritage from North-West New South Wales. 

Ken Watson said that Wallace was leaving Canberra, at the time of the offer to work at 

the AGNSW, hoping to return to Armidale to get away from city life (Watson “Message 

to Vanessa Russ”). Encouraged to take the position, she asked that Margo Neale join 

her to assist with the publication for the opening of the Yiribana Gallery, which was one 

of the main projects set out in the position. With the Aboriginal Art Department now 

under the Australian Art Department, it was thought that the department would be made 

independent when Wallace was employed. This did not occur. The issues surrounding 

this period of the history of Aboriginal art in the AGNSW were very complex and it is 

unclear as to what really went on at this time. There are two perspectives given, the first 

is that Daphne Wallace was very passionate about what should be done, the other is that 

for the most part the staff had been very accommodating to the inclusion of Aboriginal 

curators. There is a suggestion that the gallery was actively supporting the expansion of 

the Aboriginal collection, though the motivation might have had varied reason. It might 

be that the director Capon had been put in a position by the NSW Government of the 

day to produce a purpose built space for Australian Aboriginal art. The Government put 

funding forward with an expectation of a result. The sense is that Capon was not 

necessarily on board before this point; though this requires more research. While 

extensions were being built to house staff in 1988, there is no evidence that the plans 

considered extending the exhibition space for the Tribal Gallery in the Basement Court. 

It does not appear to be on the agenda for the gallery until the events of 1991.  

In 1993 - 94 the AGNSW submitted a proposal to Capital Works to support the 

refurbishment and relocation of spaces previously allocated to the Research Library and 
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Public Programs in order to find the right space for an Aboriginal Art Gallery. The 

vision was to build the largest space for Aboriginal art in Australia (at that time) of over 

1000 square metres, that would be dedicated to ‘all aspects of Aboriginal Art’ both on 

permanent and temporary display. It would give the public ‘direct access to aboriginal 

guides’, to a ‘full time aboriginal curator of Aboriginal art’ and a ‘full time aboriginal 

education officer’ (AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works Proposal 1993/4”). It 

also aimed to give a ‘live performance programme of aboriginal art demonstrations, 

aboriginal music, aboriginal storytelling and aboriginal dance’, and would include 

resources such as catalogues, books, lectures and films. By providing free access to the 

public it was thought to be an ‘ideal opportunity for all Australians and international 

tourists to appreciate aboriginal culture’ (AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works 

Proposal 1993/4”). It was an audacious program for its time and suggests that the 

advocates working to keep the Aboriginal Art Collection out of the ethnographic time 

lag were asking for everything at once (AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works 

Proposal 1993/4”). The fact that Barry Pearce was advocating for change in this area is 

very interesting. It suggests that he had a vision and wanted a place for Aboriginal art 

within the gallery system. Over time his advocacy, it is speculated, allowed the 

Aboriginal curator to act as independently as possible, while remaining underneath 

Australian art. It remains unclear if Pearce’s advocacy continued to be as effective, 

particularly, with regards to inter-disciplinary exhibitions that included works by 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal artists.  

The proposal suggests that the benefits of doing this project would be ‘relevant’ to the 

International Year for the World’s Indigenous People, 1993, and ‘would bring credit on 

the Government and the Gallery’ (AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works 

Proposal 1993/4”, 3). On tourism, the proposal states that the ‘Arts Research Paper No.4 

[sic] a product of the Australia Council for the Arts, states that “Half of the visitors to 
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Australia (49 percent) are interested in seeing and learning about Aboriginal arts and 

culture” (AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works Proposal 1993/4”, 3). The 

AGNSW would ‘promote the new Aboriginal Gallery and target significant growth in 

tourist visitation’ (AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works Proposal 1993/4”, 3). 

With regard to the collection: 

Whilst the present collection of Aboriginal Art is adequate, the establishment of 

the proposed gallery and the introduction of a specific acquisitions programme 

would significantly enhance the collection and ensure a full representation of 

traditional art and evolving contemporary and urban art. The Gallery’s aim would 

be to complement its present Australian Collection - the best in Australia. 

Accelerated acquisition and commissioning of aboriginal works will also directly 

benefit the aboriginal art community. (AGNSW “Aboriginal Gallery Capital 

Works Proposal 1993/4”, 3) 

The proposal supported the idea of providing effective full-time employment for at least 

four people, all of whom would be identified as Aboriginal. It was also projected that 

the bid for the Sydney Olympic Games would benefit not only games visitors, but also 

be a ‘means of adequately communicating aspects of aboriginal culture’ (AGNSW 

“Aboriginal Gallery Capital Works Proposal 1993/4”, 3). It was a substantial proposal 

for the Aboriginal Art Collection, which had had very little added to it since 1973. 

When considering the available space within the gallery, the architect, Andrew 

Anderson, who had worked on both the Captain Cook Wing (1972) and the Bicentenary 

extensions (1988), found that because of heritage and architectural restraints, the Tribal 

Gallery in the Basement Court could not be extended in any way.  
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 Figure 5.1  

In 1988 the Bicentenary extensions into the staff car park gave additional space for a 

large auditorium, for additional public toilets and for the NSW Art Society, as well as 

an additional temporary exhibition space and offices for Public Programs. With 

restrictions on expanding the Basement Court, the idea was to move the Research 

Library which was on level five within the staff access only area, to the Tribal Gallery 

in the Basement Court, giving it a greater amount of space to expand in to. The next 

step was to move Public Programs Department to level five, in its current location, and 

refurbish the temporary exhibition space and offices to create 1000 square meters of 

exhibition space that would include the atrium and outdoor area.  

While this increased the quantity of display area for Aboriginal art, there is much 

scepticism surrounding the location of the Yiribana Gallery. Firstly there is a belief that 

Aboriginal art belongs on the ground floor of a building to keep the works on the 

ground, secondly, it was in the same position as the Basement Court, under the rest of 

the gallery and thirdly, although it was a new contemporary space it was not a part of 

the gallery vision. This push for an Aboriginal Gallery, it is speculated came from the 

NSW government of the day. They pushed for the gallery and that was the stimulus for 

what we see today.  

The decisions to locate the various areas of art within the gallery might also reflect the 

history of the gallery’s collection. Such viewing process ‘impact on the way we 

Figure 5.1 shows the Eastern end of 
the AGNSW. The lower level was a 
part of the 1988 extensions and 
currently makes up the Yiribana 
Gallery. Image photographed by 
Vanessa Russ, 2012.  
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understand objects’ (Marstine 2). As was raised in the introduction to this study Janet 

Marstine writes that it creates a ‘cultural identity’ through the activity of framing. 

Marstine noted that ‘framing is a metaphorical process that creates a vision of the past 

and future based on contemporary needs’ (Marstine 4). Questions over the location of 

the Yiribana Gallery and its public reading might suggest that the gallery is producing a 

‘cultural literacy’ through framing its collections; it might in fact be maintaining an 

institutional culture established during its foundation period. What this means for 

Australian Aboriginal art is that the ‘cultural identity’ appears to be predominantly 

Anglo Australian. While this needs more research, it raises more questions over who the 

gallery serves and what that might look like.  

The Capital Works objective was for an Aboriginal gallery that would attract an 

additional ‘300,000 local and overseas visitors’ to the AGNSW (AGNSW “Aboriginal 

Gallery Capital Works Proposal 1993/4”). What was not considered was the effect - the 

Eastern Distributor road network, the train line, and the large glass windows that ran the 

full length of the eastern wall of the space and partly down the southern wall - had on 

the air-condition unit, and the consequential effect it had on the works. This was not a 

purpose built space like the beautiful Asian galleries that came later. It appears to be a 

quick fix, and a better outcome for public programs staff and the Library.  

 

 Figure 5.2  

Figure 5.2 shows the most Eastern 
corner of the AGNSW on the right 
and the Cahill Expressway leading 
into the Eastern distributor on the 
left. Image photographed by 
Vanessa Russ, 2012. 
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In addition to the redevelopment of the Aboriginal Art Department and the expansion of 

the exhibition space was the need for patronage. By now the AGNSW was functioning 

on the policy that State Government funding would provide for maintenance of the 

building and the staff; it was up to the gallery to find funding for acquisitions and 

exhibitions. Thus, in addition to funding put aside by the Australian Art Department (for 

the opening of Yiribana) which acquired a few works for the Aboriginal Art Collection, 

it was the generosity of Mollie Gowing that really supported the Aboriginal Art 

Collection’s growth and development during this time. 

Mollie Gowing had worked at the AGNSW in the capacity of volunteer guide for many 

years. She eventually assisted curators like Deborah Edwards and Hetti Perkins on 

administrative tasks within their offices, in a voluntary capacity.  When Gowing 

realised that she might have some money available to gift the gallery, Edwards 

recommended that Gowing put the funds towards acquiring Contemporary Aboriginal 

Art. (Edwards, “Message to Vanessa Russ”) The annual reports state that by 1993, the 

director, Edmund Capon had written to Gowing, requesting the creation of the Mollie 

Gowing Acquisition Fund for Contemporary Aboriginal Art, though the actual date is 

unclear with purchases made before this time. (AGNSW, Annual Report, 1993) 

With a full-time curator and assistant, the work was done to refurbish the office space 

on the lower floor at the eastern end of the AGNSW. The Yiribana Gallery opened its 

doors on 9 November 1994, with much fanfare. The decision to call it the Yiribana 

Gallery was because Yiribana means ‘this way’ in Cadigal language. The suggestion 

was that we are heading in the right direction. Wallace writes ‘this way to the future 

direction’, it would ‘bring the gallery alive with culture’ (Wallace “Notes on the History 

of a Collection with Comments”). 
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 Figure 5.3  

This was possibly one of the first spaces within a public institution to be named with the 

local language, making it significant to the gallery location. The notes made by Daphne 

Wallace, show the objectives for the new department as being drawn up at the time the 

Yiribana Gallery catalogue was being prepared, in 1993. Wallace writes: 

The Yiribana Gallery displays will be of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art. 

This will be based on works of art in the so-called traditional mediums which 

include bark paintings and artefacts decorated in ochres and earth mediums and 

other contemporary works - painting, sculpture, printmaking, photography, 

including a very mixed media. (Wallace “Notes on the History of a Collection 

with Comments”) 

In the contemporary context the notes state: 

The Aboriginal collection is a contemporary collection. All the art works have 

been produced since the turn of the century with the majority being made since 

1945. The bark paintings from the Kimberley’s and Arnhem Land and the 

paintings of the Central Australian Desert painters, while using iconography 

which has thousands of years of history behind it, show a dynamic process of 

change which can be followed by a careful study of the works in the collection. 

The artists have responded to changes in their circumstances and environment, 

have influenced each other in the use of colour and design and have generally 

Figure 5.3 is an AGNSW image of 
the Yiribana Gallery, circa 2008. 
Photography has been banned in the 
gallery and while it is impossible to 
stop, the AGNSW continues to 
support this policy as best as it can.  
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become more confident in their approach to art as a commodity as well as the 

integral role art plays as part of educational and ceremonial life. (Wallace “Notes 

on the History of a Collection with Comments”) 

On the collection and exhibition within the gallery the notes state: 

Curatorial policy aims to build a strong collection which is representative of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art. This means that issues such as Land 

Rights, identity, the environment, Aboriginal history and other aspects of our 

survival will be taken into account when selecting works. Ideas associated with 

showing the works. Curatorial policy at the New South Wales Art Gallery is to 

present Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art to the public in a way which will 

educate them about Aboriginal and Islander history and culture. To this end it is 

thought that the collection should be shown as a mixed collection not separated by 

geographic region or medium. This is intended to help break down the 

stereotypical view that ‘real’ aboriginal art is bark painting or dot painting and 

comes from the areas which are remote from the major coastal population centres. 

By working with people from Aboriginal communities in Sydney and the country 

areas of New South Wales the curators will be able to get a representative view of 

aboriginal art in this state and broaden the focus of the collection as well as 

building up the collection with more New South Wales artists who have been 

marginalised and stigmatised artistically as well as socially. (Wallace “Notes on 

the History of a Collection with Comments”) 

This idea to show a mixed collection that would not be separated by geographical 

regions is the one difference between the Yiribana Gallery and the NGV’s Indigenous 

Gallery at the Ian Potter Gallery in Melbourne.  
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Wallace worked on a three month turn around in changing the display in the Yiribana 

Gallery from its opening. Daphne Wallace viewed Yiribana as performing somewhat 

like a ‘cultural centre and keeping place’ (Wallace “Notes on the History of a Collection 

with Comments”). It was an opportunity to ‘bring the Yiribana Gallery alive with 

Aboriginal culture by including the Art Gallery of NSW permanent collection on 

exhibition at all time and small travelling exhibitions from time to time, storytelling and 

artists or performer in residency’(Wallace “Notes on the History of a Collection with 

Comments”). Wallace notes that ‘the Yiribana Gallery is the most exciting and unique 

land mark to take place in Aboriginal art and culture in this country’ (Wallace “Notes 

on the History of a Collection with Comments”). There is significance in the ‘outdoor 

feel’ of the gallery via the sculpture garden, with the main objective being to ‘display 

the works of art’ in the way they are meant to be displayed (Wallace “Notes on the 

History of a Collection with Comments”). 

The importance of representing an Aboriginal perspective, on Australian Aboriginal art 

and culture, was essential to Wallace’s vision. It focused on bringing in to the gallery, 

new ideas, taken from working with people in their communities. In addition Wallace 

was keen to collect more works by artists from the state of New South Wales, giving 

them an opportunity to have a say on their ‘identity’ and on living in urban Australia. It 

seems she was also interested in moving away from the notion of exhibiting in regions 

to incorporating the works and ‘mixing all the art together’. Wallace’s notes state: 

My concern is to challenge the idea that the only real Aboriginal is a person who 

has black skin. (Wallace “Notes on the History of a Collection with Comments”) 

Margo Neale was brought in as a consultant, according to the annual reports but Neale 

argues that she was employed as a full-time assistant curator (Neale “Message to 

Vanessa Russ”). Neale was to assist Wallace in a number of ways, but in particular to 
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write the publication for the opening of Yiribana. They also needed to acquire additional 

art works to fill some of the gaps in the collection, as well as capture a history of the 

collection and additional literature for the catalogue. There was also to be an extensive 

media and education program, as well as other activities, surrounding the opening. The 

sense is that Neale was as important as Wallace to the program at the time.  

Daphne Wallace with assistance from Margo Neale generated a Report on the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art Department at the AGNSW in 1995. The 

report was an overview of Wallace’s time as curator since February 1994 and the 

activities that had taken place within the department, not only with the establishment of 

Yiribana but thereafter. Wallace raised the issues that might have supported the need, in 

her opinion, to make the department independent of the Australian Art Department. 

Wallace states that when she commenced her employment, she was under the 

understanding that the department was going to be a separate department once again, 

claiming that ‘it demonstrates the specific status and needs of Aboriginal Art and its 

management’ (Wallace Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Collection, 

9). Such a separation would ‘enable an appropriate administrative and management 

structure to evolve which could address more adequately the special needs and status of 

Aboriginal Art and its management’ (Wallace Report on the Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Collection, 9). 

The report also outlined the need for additional staff due to the large amount of work 

required not only to manage the collection and exhibitions but also to adequately 

support the number of requests for information, cultural heritage, tours of the collection, 

and public inquiries. At the time, Angela Martin was employed to manage the Public 

Programs related to the Aboriginal Art Collection and Wallace was advocating for 

additional assistance. The report also highlighted the need for all the staff members to 
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attend cultural awareness training (Wallace Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Collection, 12). 

The report is important to the history of the AGNSW and Australian Aboriginal art as 

we begin to see the Aboriginal Art Department’s vision for the collection and its place 

in the gallery. Wallace writes: 

The art of Aboriginal Australians is one of the oldest continuous traditions of art 

and culture in the world. In modern times it is one of the two major art traditions 

within Australia. The late twentieth century is witnessing an efflorescence of 

Aboriginal Art where, on the one hand, it is leaving traditional communities to 

reach a much wider audience than ever before. On the other hand, new initiatives 

are being taken by artists who come from non-traditional environments. It is 

therefore imperative that the AGNSW is situated at the forefront of collecting, 

documenting, researching and exhibiting Aboriginal art, arts and culture. By the 

time the AGNSW established an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander section and 

began collecting, most of the major historical collections of Aboriginal Art had 

found homes in leading public institutions elsewhere in Australian and 

internationally. The Gallery’s acquisition policy therefore should aim to 

complement these collections and to track contemporary events.  In the 

management and interpretation of the Aboriginal collection, the Gallery aims to 

promote an understanding of and appreciation for Aboriginal concepts as they 

relate to art and aesthetics, and to locate Aboriginal art in traditional society and 

in the modern world. (Wallace Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Collection, 16) 

Renee Free did a review of the collection in 1986 - 87.  It is unclear if her review was in 

report form and if it might have influenced the Wallace Report. Djon Mundine made 
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some valuable suggestions for the direction of the collection during his time at the 

gallery. The Wallace report, however, produced a written assessment of the collection. 

“The Collection and Acquisitions Policy” attached to the report reads: 

The Gallery’s main objective is to put together a display and research collection 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art that is comprehensive and 

representative in nature, and that reflects the greatest achievements of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander artists through the acquisition of works of the highest 

artistic merit. (Wallace Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Collection, 16 - 17). 

The report also contained surveys of the collection, budgets, reports from Public 

Programs, conservation and a projection of exhibitions leading up to the Sydney 

Olympic Games in 2000. An additional ‘preliminary report’ by both Daphne Wallace 

and Margo Neale on the status of the collection is also important to this research. It 

aimed to report on the current status of the collection and appears as a proposal for the 

collections’ future direction. This was by no means definitive but again it contributes to 

the story.  Margo Neale produces a report in the appendix on the Collection at the time, 

though it was more of a survey it stated: 

Because we were not purchasing Aboriginal art during the 1970s and only 

sporadically through the 80s, there are considerable gaps. It is important that these 

gaps are not filled in a ‘stop-gap’ or bandage method. It is also necessary to avoid 

a defensive mind set which can cause panic buying, the result of which is often a 

lot of purchases for a few gems. (Neale “Report on AGNSW ATSI Collection” 

Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Collection) 

This report on the collection goes on to say that the early collection of Aboriginal art 

was really based on gifts, and any substantial purchases were really made from the 
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1990s onwards without any long-term policy.  The use of ‘caretaker curators’ to 

maintain the collection until a full-time curator was appointed in early 1994 meant that 

the collection was difficult to care for. The report states: 

We have a collection strong in early barks and weak in most other areas with the 

most acute weaknesses being the absence of Desert art followed by art from the 

Kimberley. To date the collection is devoid of ceramics, textiles, nineteenth 

century Aboriginal art, decorative objects and the Hermannsburg School. It also 

has a very limited range of three dimensional works, although the few we have are 

excellent. (Neale “Report on AGNSW ATSI Collection” Report on the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Collection) 

The report makes a comparison to the other collections like the National Gallery of 

Victoria, the National Gallery of Australia, and the Janet Holmes à Court Collection. At 

the time the Janet Holmes à Court Collection had more works by Australian Aboriginal 

artists than the AGNSW. The Yiribana Gallery was obviously seen as a major strength, 

but the collection’s lack of substantial pieces meant that, works by, for example, Emily 

Kame Kngwarreye, acquired in 1992, could not be replaced for there was ‘not enough 

works of similar quality from the collection’ (Neale “Report on AGNSW ATSI 

Collection” Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Collection).  

The report also notes that at the time the increase in popularity of Aboriginal art not 

only from tourists but also from scholars and other groups was a boost. But the fact that 

other galleries also received gifts from the Commonwealth Government of Mountford 

barks in 1956 meant it could not continue to focus on this as a strength, that ‘other 

galleries are following our lead’, and that the overwhelming interest by tourists and 

others should not also dictate the direction of the collection (Neale “Report on AGNSW 

ATSI Collection” Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Collection) 
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The report identifies two key directions the Aboriginal Art Collection could take in the 

AGNSW. The report notes: 

A number of options present themselves: 

1. Make up for lost ground by attempting to duplicate other collections. 

2. Don’t attempt to make up for lost ground but instead break new ground 

after a few basic repairs. (Neale “Report on AGNSW ATSI Collection” 

Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Collection) 

The second option was seen as a ‘more pioneering role’, which meant starting with the 

‘image defined by the Yiribana Gallery and develop along thematic lines’ (Neale 

“Report on AGNSW ATSI Collection” Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Collection). This point might also fit into current trends created by Hetti 

Perkins. The second option meant acquiring ‘suites of works or collections where 

possible rather than isolated examples’ (Neale “Report on AGNSW ATSI Collection” 

Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Collection). 

This adds depth and context, and with Aboriginal art which is done mostly in 

cooperatives, it is a more accurate reflection of cultural and historic art practices. 

(Neale “Report on AGNSW ATSI Collection” Report on the Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Collection) 

An example of a collection that was working in that manner was the Holmes à Court 

Collection in Western Australia.  The Johnson Desert Collection, which was exhibited 

in Painted Dreams: Western Desert Paintings from the Johnson Collection, 1995, 

curated by Daphne Wallace. It is an example of a purchase of a suite of works, 

significant to filling the gaps in the collection. Wallace writes:   
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There was also importance placed on the purchase of urban Aboriginal art that 

was the works of individuals and a note that this also needed greater 

consideration. ‘However, the principles remain the same. Works by urban artists 

like Lin Onus, Judy Watson and Gordon Bennett, on exhibition in the Yiribana 

Gallery, are classic examples that have wide appeal to tourists yet satisfy 

curatorial concerns and provide valuable collateral for international loans’. (Neale 

“Report on AGNSW ATSI Collection” Report on the Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander Collection) 

In addition, the Wallace Report also had a conservation report attached and a proposal 

by Donna Midwinter and Alan Lloyd. In it are noted issues with the Yiribana Gallery, 

which included: 

• Fluctuating environmental conditions 

• Excessive dust on the Pukumani Poles 

• Security of objects on open display (Midwinter and Lloyd “Conservation Report 

and Proposals” Report on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art 

Department) 

These first two points related to the windows allowing heat into the gallery and issues 

with the air-conditioner. Although the gallery had been refurbished; the air-conditioner 

used to keep the gallery at a comfortable temperature range from 18 to 24 degrees 

Celsius, was not suitable for the display in the Yiribana Gallery. That is, a fluctuation in 

the number of bodies in a space at any particular time. Add to this the large amount of 

glass made it warmer than the temperature requirement. This brings in the second issue 

on the list. At the time of the opening of the Yiribana Gallery, the Pukumani Poles were 

installed in the atrium. This meant access through a glass door and issues of dust that is 

mentioned. Eventually, the poles were relocated back inside the gallery, in regards to 
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the third point, security, as their location in the atrium was thought to be a risk. The list 

mentions the need for ongoing conservation of the objects and concludes with: 

These problems are damaging the collection in a variety of ways. Sudden 

changes in relative humidity are causing bark paintings to warp and split. Dust 

on the Pukumani poles looks unsightly and can lead to mould growth, whereas 

its removal will damage the pigment (and take time to do). Bark paintings 

cannot be displayed without a mounting system. Aluminium supports are most 

suitably made by a technician skilled in metal working processes. (Midwinter 

and Lloyd “Conservation Report and Proposals” Report on the Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Art Department) 

The environmental conditions which also related to light coming from the windows, 

was complex and over time it meant blocking out windows, but remains a problem in 

the space.  

Part one presented the work done by Daphne Wallace and Margo Neale to bring the 

expansion of the Aboriginal Art Collection into the refurbished space of what is now 

known as the Yiribana Gallery. Part two continues the history of the AGNSW and 

Australian Aboriginal art with the work of Hetti Perkins, who replaced Wallace as full-

time curator in 1997 - 8. Margo Neale said that had she stayed at the AGNSW, she 

would have liked to have seen the Aboriginal Art Collection come up into the rest of the 

gallery, this was on the cards according to the interests of Barry Pearce in 1991, and 

Hetti Perkins was also eager to have it seen in the mainstream.  
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Part Two: Exhibitions of Aboriginal Art and Mainstreaming: 

Hetti Perkins 

By the time Perkins came into the gallery, Australian Aboriginal art appears to be fully 

incorporated within the AGNSW. It has a newly refurbished exhibition space down the 

back, in the Yiribana Gallery, and continues to display works in temporary exhibition 

spaces on other levels. Yet it continues to present Australian Aboriginal and Australian 

art as two parallel histories of art made in Australia. Calls for inter-disciplinary 

approaches by Barry Pearce appear to wain, with curatorial conflict over the various 

permanent exhibition spaces within the Australian Art Department adding to the 

discourse. Attempts to bring Australian Aboriginal art into displays of Australian art are 

met with resistance by some curators. While there are numerous reasons for Perkins 

resignation in 2011, it might be that the mainstream she had in mind, is reflected in our 

experience of national identity. For state art galleries, this identity might not serve who 

an Australian is today, but who an Australian was to its founders. 

Part two investigates the period of growth not only in exhibitions but in the collection, 

as well as changes to the location and display of works. It also looks at some of the 

Biennale of Sydney during this period that promoted the issues facing the gallery, 

especially in regards to how it shared its spaces with the Aboriginal Art Department. 

This chapter discusses the team behind the work of Hetti Perkins: from Ken Watson 

who started out as an assistant to Daphne Wallace, Cara Pinchbeck who replaced 

Watson, and the Public Programs team starting with Angela Martin, followed by 

Jonathan Jones. It continues the history from the 1990s to today.  

It’s not possible to include all the exhibitions of Australian Aboriginal art created by the 

Aboriginal Art Department, Public Programs or travelling exhibitions from other state 

galleries that came into the AGNSW at this time. However, one of the first exhibitions 
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of Contemporary Aboriginal Art outside of the Biennale and the Australian Perspecta 

and outside of the Tribal Gallery, was a travelling exhibition, Contemporary Aboriginal 

Art from the Robert Holmes à Court Collection, 1991. This particular exhibition had 

spent time at the Carpenter Centre for Visual Arts - Harvard University, the James Ford 

Bell Museum and the Lakewood Centre for Visual Arts in the United States. Exhibited 

in the AGNSW from 28 November 1990 until February 1991, it was divided between 

the Central Court and the lower level temporary exhibiting space. There is some 

research to suggest that collections like the Holmes à Court Collection have supported 

the development of collections of Australian Aboriginal art in state galleries, though 

more research is required. 

Following this exhibition was Karnta - Aboriginal Women’s Exhibition, organised by 

Hetti Perkins who was employed in a part-time basis to do the project. It opened from 

September to November 1991 and was a contribution to the state wide project 

Dissonance: Aspect of feminism and art, which included works by both traditional and 

urban artists and was a mix of painting, printmaking to weaving, photography and 

video. My Story, My Country: Aboriginal Art and the Land curated by Ursula Prunster 

and Hetti Perkins in July 1992, was an exhibition of Aboriginal bark paintings and 

sculptures from Arnhem Land as well as acrylic paintings from the Central Desert, in 

conjunction with Malcolm Jagamarra Nelson who was an artist-in-residence at the 

gallery.  

This was then followed by Australian Perspecta 1993, curated again by Hetti Perkins 

and Victoria Lynn for the International Year of the World’s Indigenous People in 1993. 

Victoria Lynn wrote, ‘the broad scope of the exhibition is intended to encourage 

audiences to consider this art in relation to our changing world view’ (V. Lynn 

“Introduction”, v). This was a significant exhibition in generating new discourse 

surrounding the inclusion of Aboriginal art in mainstream exhibitions. What we see 
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during this period is a change in the trends in curatorial practices. In the beginning the 

gallery had exhibitions of Australian Aboriginal art contained in small courts, aimed at 

creating an independent gallery with a semi-permanent exhibition. By the 1990s the 

availability of curators allowed for the expansion of temporary exhibitions of 

Aboriginal art and an opportunity to negotiate the discourse of the day.  

Before Hetti Perkins came to the gallery in a full-time capacity. Margo Neale, who was 

assisting Daphne Wallace, during the early organisation of the Aboriginal Art 

Department and the Yiribana Gallery, moved to the Queensland Art Gallery and was 

replaced by Ken Watson. Ken Watson a recent graduate from Sydney University via 

Boomalli was invited to apply for the assistant-curator position in the Aboriginal Art 

Department and his employment gave time for Wallace to finally take a holiday 

(Watson “Message to Vanessa Russ”).  

Watson was fortunate that this was during the down time at Christmas, so he had the 

opportunity to learn about the collection and how it worked. Watson’s opinion on this 

period of time was that though it was a steep learning curve, the gallery was very 

motivated towards furthering and growing the Aboriginal Art Collection (Watson 

“Message to Vanessa Russ”). Eventually Wallace put in her resignation and moved to 

Armidale permanently to take up a role at the Aboriginal Cultural Centre and Keeping 

Place. Watson would remain as acting-curator. Tessa Allas, who at the time was 

working as curator at the Boomalli Aboriginal Artists’ Cooperative, was invited to 

support Watson as an assistant, and when Wallace’s position was advertised, Hetti 

Perkins was selected. Allas moved to the College of Fine Arts and Watson reverted to 

the assistant-curator role once again.  

Ken Watson said that when he began in the gallery in 1995, the demand on curatorial 

staff time was taken up with television crews from Hong Kong or Germany, tours of the 
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collection, and enquires from the general public as well as patrons (Watson “Message to 

Vanessa Russ”). Also, time spent working with the community had doubled. Angela 

Martin was working as the Public Programs Co-ordinator for the Aboriginal Art 

Collection but the research suggests that the demand really required more staff. It also 

highlights, the as yet un-researched effects, of cultural brokerage, which adds to an 

Aboriginal curator’s job description. Cultural brokerage is the role an Aboriginal person 

plays between two cultures, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. It is the ability to 

communicate effectively to both cultures and requires the ability to perform code 

switching.  

Wallace early on had taken to changing the Yiribana Gallery display on a three month 

turn-around. This meant that a large amount of the collection found floor time. The 

exhibition Painted Dreams: Western Desert Paintings from the Johnson collection, 

mentioned earlier was curated by Daphne Wallace to celebrate the first year anniversary 

of the Yiribana Gallery, in 1995, it was acquired by the Art Gallery Society and gifted it 

to the gallery. 

In 1996 there were a large number of exhibitions of Aboriginal art nationally, starting 

with Papunya Tula: Celebrating Twenty-five Years at Gallery Gabrielle Pizzi, in 

Melbourne. The Museum of Contemporary Art with Djon Mundine opened The Native 

Born: Objects and Representations from Ramingining Arnhem Land, along with a large 

publication. The National Gallery of Victoria opened Men of High Degree, in 

Melbourne, including works by Wally Mandarrk, Janbardi, Willie, Jolpa, England 

Banggala and Mick Kubarkku. Utopia Art in Sydney opened Papunya Women’s Work, 

from which the AGNSW acquired a large group work, and in November the AGNSW 

opened Gamarada, focusing on the gifts from benefactors to the Aboriginal Art 

Collection from 1948 to the present, which was a Ken Watson project.  
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In 1997 the AGNSW supported the inclusion of Emily Kame Kngwarreye, Yvonne 

Koolmatrie and Judy Watson to represent Australia in Fluent at the Venice Biennale, 

which was curated by Hetti Perkins, Victoria Lynn and Brenda L. Croft.  In September, 

Ngawarra: A Ngapa Jukurrpa Project from Sand to Canvas to Satellite for the Festival 

of the Dreaming was shown in the gallery. The AGNSW commissioned a series of 

paintings and a major sand painting in the Central Court by artists of Warlukurlangu 

Artists Association of Yuendumu, Central Australia. At this point we begin to see some 

of the ideas traced in the Wallace report being activated within the gallery, for example, 

covering some of the survey’s reported that appear to favour performance, installations 

and exhibitions of Aboriginal art in the gallery. This should not imply that Perkins was 

following the report, but reflect the natural inclination of curators, to see similar needs 

in the display and care of Aboriginal art.  

When Hetti Perkins arrived, with the number of galleries now working towards major 

exhibitions of Aboriginal art, the turnaround for the Yiribana Gallery changed from 

three monthly to six monthly. This was in addition to exhibitions outside Yiribana, from 

curated exhibitions to education programs from the Public Programs Department. The 

Ngawarra show was viewed as a great success for its time, particularly with the 

performance works.  

By 1998 when Perkins came on board fully, the Queensland Art Gallery exhibited 

Emily Kame Kngwarreye: Alhalkere-Paintings from Utopia, a travelling exhibition 

organised by Margo Neale was on show. There appears to be a transition period with 

Perkins then producing A Material Thing: From the Collection, which opened in August 

1998, and looked at the materiality of Aboriginal art from weaving to natural pigments.  

One of the most interesting stories to come from the research with regards to Hetti 

Perkins was the submission for employment. The story goes that the general conditions 
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of employment form that staff must sign has a standard reference to the employee being 

responsible to the government of New South Wales. At the request of Perkins this was 

changed to the employee being responsible to Aboriginal people of Australia. Though 

this story is not told verbatim, it is included here to highlight the position Hetti Perkins 

would take over the time of her employment at the AGNSW. This was never about 

being responsible to a government or to a state gallery, the responsibility taken on by 

Perkins reads as a responsibility to Australian Aboriginal people, nationally. Though 

she did receive criticism for not acquiring works of Aboriginal Artists from New South 

Wales, she did work to represent as many artists as possible within the collection 

policies and processes of the AGNSW. Perkins does appear to push against the 

institutional culture in the gallery, though that would need more research.  

Hetti Perkins identifies as a person of Eastern Arrernte and Kalkadoon decent from 

Central Australia and Western Queensland respectively. As a young child in the 1970s 

she had the chance to travel within a few hundred kilometre radius of Alice Springs 

(Mparntwe), watching her father, Charlie Perkins, the first Aboriginal graduate from an 

Australian university, campaign as an Independent senate candidate. Charlie Perkins 

was an Aboriginal activist. Hetti Perkins grew up in the political hub of Canberra and in 

the documentary Art + Soul, 2010, describes herself as being ‘fortunate to have 

unlimited access too much of the art being produced at the time’, through her mother 

Eileen, who had opened a gallery of Aboriginal art there in Canberra. Although the 

business side failed, it was her mother’s intention to provide an ‘outlet from across the 

country’ for Aboriginal artists ‘to generate an income and an audience for their work’ 

(Perkins “Art + Soul” 6). It seems that Perkins grew up in a household that was 

campaigning for change, not only in the political arena, but also in the art world. The 

importance of representing hundreds of different language groups and the diversity of 

Australian Aboriginal people is not something to be taken lightly.  
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This representation can be found in the writings of Perkins on works in the collection 

and exhibitions; in attempts to challenge stereotypes. In 1999 the Australian Art 

Department published and exhibited within their Australian Collection in Focus Series 

with the AGNSW the work Warlugulong (1976), by Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri and 

Tim Leura Tjapaltjarri, which the gallery acquired in the 1980s, along with - at the time 

- the Ebes Collection, Warlugulong (1977), by Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri, which is 

now owned by the National Gallery of Australia. The works were exhibited from 1 May 

until 25 July in 1999 and are the Anmatyerre versions of the Warlugulong bushfire 

story. The catalogue essay by Hetti Perkins highlights the importance of the inclusion of 

Western Desert painting in the early Australian Perspecta exhibitions as a: 

...significant milestone in the increasing profile of indigenous art, marked a 

quantitative shift in the status of indigenous arts in this country. While the Albert 

Namatjira-inspired Hermannsburg School dominated galleries into the 1970s, 

from the mid-late 1970s those close to the Western Desert painting movement 

were commenting on its emergence from the ethnographic to ‘fine art’ categories, 

as a distinctively indigenous form of visual expression; Bernice Murphy described 

the works in her introduction to the exhibition as ‘post-tribal’. (Perkins 

“Warlugulong”) 

Another commentator on the 1981 Perspecta writes Perkins: 

...Suggested that the contemporary adaption of acrylic painting on canvas 

represented a possible fissure between contemporary Aboriginal society and the 

past. While some regarded the adoption of contemporary media almost as a 

vehicle of salvaging a threatened culture, another critic ridiculed any suggestion 

of the works being ‘impure hybrids’ - exclaiming ‘How blind can you get!’ 

(Perkins “Warlugulong”) 
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Perkins continues: 

These observations reveal a perception of a state of transition in Aboriginal art 

probably due to its increasing engagement with the market and penetration of the 

nation’s political psyche; cognisant with the realisation of Aboriginal Art’s 

inherent claim to country. The Bulletin’s Brian Hoad proclaimed Western Desert 

painting as ‘a sort of vast spiritual map of the real Australia whose symbolic 

power almost makes the hair stand on end’. (Perkins “Warlugulong”) 

This question of a ‘real Australia’ raised by Perkins remains unanswered in the 

AGNSW. Perhaps there were many opportunities for the Aboriginal Art Department to 

be included within the Australian Art Department that might be considered ‘inter-

disciplinary’. Most of the catalogues, exhibitions and books published by the Aboriginal 

Art Department are obviously independent of the Australian Department. Even in 

publications like AGNSW Collections and the Art Gallery of New South Wales: 

Handbook, Aboriginal Art Department is attached to the end of the Australian Art 

Department chapter. Navigating a complicated parallel existence in which Aboriginal 

art is always under Australian art but never in Australian art. This might be what 

Perkins means when she says “always the bridesmaid never the bride” (Perkins 

“Message to Vanessa Russ”). Placing Australian Aboriginal art within juxtaposition to 

Australian art reconceptualises the Australian identity. It might be seen to challenge the 

entire history of the gallery and uncover long held colonial belief systems, which do not 

reflect the political landscape of today. Where some public art galleries, it might be 

argued, set about to challenge old art related discourses, others set out to maintain them.  

Trying to identify the occasions when the two collections work together to produce a 

shared display of the permanent collection is hard to appreciate. For example, when the 

Pukumani were first displayed in Court 8 in 1958 - 1959, we have the makings of a 
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history, with Australian Aboriginal art at the beginning as the First Australians. This 

display lasted for a few years, until the Pukumani were packed away before being 

relocated in the Tribal Gallery, and the permanent Australian art spaces are rehung with 

Australian art, from a period of collecting, new Australian-born male artists. The 

Pukumani display is reinstalled in 2009 to celebrate 50 years from when the works first 

arrived. The sense was that the arrangements for this celebration were met with 

resistance. Such a change to permanent gallery spaces reduces the amount of hanging 

space for other curators. It highlights the shift in gallery practices where the director and 

deputy director not longer play much of a part in selecting the works but merely 

maintain the gallery as a whole; unlike in the Missingham/Tuckson era. Now it required 

heads of departments to act as advocates, with the number of staff and conflicting views 

weighing in on debate. The Aboriginal Art Department relied on the head of the 

Australian Art Department for support. Though how much control, support and 

advocacy the director might give, requires more research. It remains unclear how 

supportive Capon was of Australian Aboriginal art when it came to inter-disciplinary 

exhibitions.  

The other attempt at ‘inter-disciplinary’ approaches was Decades which was installed in 

2000. There is little information on this reinstalment but the sense is that it might have 

been in the 20th Century Australian Art Gallery, similar to the recent exhibition which 

includes the Pukumani today, with artists like Ian Fairweather and Tony Tuckson, for 

example.  

This was in the same year as Papunya Tula: Genesis and Genius, organised by Hetti 

Perkins and the Aboriginal Art Department. This exhibition was a major blockbuster for 

Australian Aboriginal art in the gallery. The opening ceremony of the 2000 Sydney 

Olympic Games on 15 September included an Aboriginal component that was titled 

Awakenings; it was choreographed by Stephen Page and designed by Peter England, 
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featuring Djakapurra Munyarryun, Bangarra dancers and more than 1,000 indigenous 

people from all across Australian and the Torres Strait. It was the first games to have the 

cauldron lit by a women and she, Cathy Freeman, would go on to win Australia’s 100th 

Olympic gold medal and to be the first Australian Aboriginal woman to win as an 

individual.  

Papunya Tula: Genesis and Genius also contained an extensive catalogue of some 300 

pages. It was not only successful due to the quality of the works exhibited but also 

through the connections with Daphne Williams, a dedicated art adviser and manager, at 

Papunya Tula Pty Ltd. This connection to the Central Desert made for a perfect support 

structure in which to present the works on the artists’ terms. Not only does the catalogue 

contain extensive essays by Hetti Perkins and Hannah Fink, it also has essays by Vivian 

Johnson, Dick Kimber, Fred Myers and Marcia Langton. One of the fundamental 

aspects to this sort of exhibition is the development of trust that must be built between 

curator and artist. In a sense it was this trust that assisted the success of the exhibition. 

Trust is not only something that comes with being Hetti Perkins, Perkins would have 

had to develop and build relationships to make this work and this required for the most 

part visits to communities that are thousands of kilometres away from Sydney.  

Funding for this exhibition came not only from Qantas, but also from the Art Gallery of 

New South Wales President Council. They also received funding from SOCOG, 

Bloomberg and the Gordon Darling Foundation. The research suggests that without 

such support, the size of the catalogue and the coverage the exhibition received would 

not have been possible. It also demonstrates the importance of advocacy from someone 

like Perkins to raise funds to produce outcomes that promote the AGNSW. It might also 

be that because Perkins was able to go on ‘expeditions’ to remote areas that the gallery 

collection benefited not only from the opportunity to bring exhibitions from remote 
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locations back into the gallery, like Tuckson many years before, but also to bring back 

the Aboriginal voices to give a their own account of the works on show.  

In 2004 Perkins followed Papunya Tula with Crossing Country: the Alchemy of 

Western Arnhem Land Art. This show focused on the works of Kuninjku artists from 

Western Arnhem Land. While Papunya Tula offered an opportunity for the Aboriginal 

Art Department to acquire Western Desert art, Crossing Country focused on bark 

paintings and sculptures that the gallery had an extensive collection of and allowed for 

the acquisition of new contemporary pieces to add to it. It was a new contemporary 

approach, a new direction in bark paintings. As Jon Altman wrote in “Brokering 

Kuninjku Art: Artists, Institutions and the Market” on the exhibition:  

Crossing country provides a glimpse of Aboriginal art treasures from Western 

Arnhem Land produced over the past 100 years. Kuninjku artists, who from the 

majority represented in the exhibition, are a small group related by descent and 

marriage, and are now the standard-bearers of a dynamic and rapidly evolving arts 

movement. These artists represent the elite members of an arts community that, as 

recently as the 1960s, only had a handful of pioneers. Clearly, Kuninjku art has 

ancestry - strong social links existed with earlier generations of artists in the 

region. However, in recent history this art movement has become a tour-de-force 

in a remarkably short time. (Altman “Brokering Kuninjku Art: Artists, Institutions 

and the Market”, 173) 

Crossing Country also featured a twenty-six minute DVD directed by Jonathan Jones 

and James Marshall, who travelled to Western Arnhem Land to film the artists 

explaining their practices and the context that goes with the work. This was associated 

with Public Programs but demonstrates the working relationship between the Aboriginal 

Co-ordinator of Public Programs and the curators in the Aboriginal Art Collection. The 
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value of documenting the works being made for the exhibition was to present the artists’ 

own perspective on their art, but adds value to the works themselves.  

The idea of programs for the public was something that the annual reports for the 

AGNSW began to present as early as the 1930s, though it is more likely that the 

department was established in around 1955. This was when the need to improve the 

public’s attendance at the gallery was seen as an imperative to improving funding 

allocations. Public Programs today manages well over a hundred thousand students and 

visitors to the gallery annually, and continues to provide tours around looking and 

interpreting, or lectures based around the science, history and literature in the art works.  

Brian Ladd, the former Head of Public Programs, wrote in “A Case Study in 

Programming for Diverse Audiences: The Art Gallery of New South Wales” that: 

Public Programs is often described as the ‘public face’ of the gallery because it 

creates the interface between the museum and its audience, between the artwork 

and the viewer. The department is staffed by audience as well as collection 

specialists who are committed to making the museum’s collections and 

exhibitions accessible to wide-ranging audiences. Work is carried out in teams, 

where cross-fertilisation of expertise and interest is encouraged. This interaction 

also happens between museum educators and curators to the great benefit of the 

museum’s visitors. (Ladd “A Case Study in Programming for Diverse Audiences: 

The Art Gallery of New South Wales”) 

In her 1995 report, Daphne Wallace advocates for an education officer who might be 

trained in Aboriginal culture to assist with some of the tours and public enquiries; 

however, Public Programs was involved early on in assisting with the creation of 

exhibitions which might support the education of cultural awareness like Aboriginal 

Bark Paintings: From the Collection of the Art Gallery of New South Wales, in 1981, 
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for example, was produced by Patricia Anderson, who was an education officer. By the 

1990s Angela Martin had taken on the role of educator for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Art but prior to that the research suggests Ursula Prunster had played a part in 

programming as well. One of the major projects produced by Public Programs for the 

Aboriginal Art Collection was the education kit, Diversity: A Celebration of Art & 

Culture, 1998. Martin had organised the publication with assistance from the NSW 

Aboriginal Education Consultative Group Inc.  It included support from the Public 

Programs primary and secondary school educators Jennifer Keeler-Milne and Jo Foster. 

Diversity was created as a resource kit for teachers interested in the Yiribana Gallery. It 

aimed to demonstrate the diversity of Aboriginal culture and art and was divided into 

topics starting with ‘Art and Culture’, ‘Society and Culture’, ‘Environment’ and ‘Art 

and Politics’. It gave general information on terms and protocol as well as copyright and 

included resources for further information (Martin “Diversity: A Celebration of Art & 

Culture”). 

More recently, Jonathan Jones and Amanda Peacock created a new education kit, 

Country Culture Community, with Hetti Perkins playing an advisory role. The kit was 

published in 2009. This expanded on Diversity to include essays like “Indigenous 

Australia: Our oldest living culture, an urban landscape, collecting and exhibiting”, 

“The AGNSW: the Collection Begins, Desert Colour” and “Working with Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Art” (Jones and Peacock Country Culture Community).  It 

also included a series of removable cards giving easy access to teachers and in addition 

it also contained a slightly redesigned Tindale map of Australia, showing the various 

regions and the language groups within each. Country Culture Community, 2009, was 

launched with a teacher’s day that was created to assist visual arts teachers in advancing 

their knowledge of Aboriginal art and culture and was also represented by an exhibition.  
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In addition, the Public Programs was also able to bring into the mix, actor Russell Smith 

to create the Fruit Bat character, who often entertains audiences in the gallery creating a 

vibrant and exciting, high energy performance, linking works like Lin Onus Fruit Bats, 

1991, to the Bat population which lived up until very recently in the Botanic Gardens. 

The performance was a way of communicating Aboriginal perspectives to a wide 

ranging audience through humour.  

For any research on galleries or exhibitions one of the fundamental research tools are 

catalogues or publications. In the essay “1968 - 2008: Curated Exhibitions and 

Australian Art History”, Catherine De Lorenzo, Joanna Mendelssohn and Catherine 

Speck write: 

The last forty years has seen the growth of exhibition catalogues as both a crucial 

mode of publication of more complex histories and as the ‘memory’ of the 

ephemeral exhibition. Scholarly catalogues have a significance that outlasts the 

critiques in the popular and specialist media. They are often where collaborations 

between applied and theoretical art history become most fruitful. These  

publications  have articulated the incorporation of Aboriginal art into the 

mainstream of Australian visual narrative, extended the concept of ‘art’ to include 

photography and works once relegated as ‘craft’, brought minorities into the 

cultural fold, and noted that there were indeed two genders contributing to the 

visual and material cultures of Australia. Without the enduring advocacy of their 

catalogues the ongoing impact of exhibitions would have been diminished. (De 

Lorenzo, Mendelssohn and Speck, 14) 

If De Lorenzo, Mendelssohn and Speck are right and ‘...exhibitions demonstrate 

institutional judgement and reception, a focus on the links between art exhibitions and 

art history, and the rich dialectic between the two, can generate new insights into 
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Australian art historiography and its links with art institutions’, then it is important to 

consider the catalogues and publications produced from 1990 until 2011 as an historical 

contribution to the story of Aboriginal art within the gallery.  

With the large number of exhibitions being produced over the years there are two books 

of particular interest to this dissertation. The first is Tradition Today: Indigenous Art in 

Australia, 2004, by Perkins with assistance from the team and One Sun One Moon: 

Aboriginal art in Australia 2007, edited by Hetti Perkins and Margie West. By the time 

of the publications, Cara Pinchbeck, of Kamilaroi background, replaced Ken Watson in 

2005, the following year she went on maternity leave before returning for Art + Soul 

(Pinchbeck “Message to Vanessa Russ”). Whilst Pinchbeck was away, Jonathan Jones 

acted as assistant curator. Yet through these changes, these publications are produced 

and add to the history of the AGNSW and Aboriginal art. They are created by a team of 

people.  

Funding for, Tradition Today: Indigenous Art in Australia, came from the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Commission, though there is mention of the ongoing support 

by Qantas in regards to the Yiribana Gallery. Rather than showcasing 500 works like 

the Asia collection, Tradition presented the works of seventy-six artists from the 

collection. 

 In the “Introduction”, Hetti Perkins writes: 

Tradition Today offers a fresh insight into the history and contemporary life of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Each essay draws on 

biographical accounts of an artist’s life, revealing the diversity of Indigenous 

experience in colonised Australia. Assembled alphabetically, the collectively 

locate the artists’ diverse visual practices within an Indigenous, and international, 

cultural frame of reference.[...]The Art Gallery of New South Wales has played an 
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important role in the journey of Indigenous art from ethnographic obscurity to 

taking its place in major exhibitions, biennales and collections around the world. 

(Perkins “Introduction” Tradition Today: Indigenous Art in Australia, 13) 

In 2007 the Aboriginal Art Department produced a major publication that bought 

together a range of contemporary texts on Australian Aboriginal art. One Sun One 

Moon: Aboriginal art in Australia, aimed to capture the collections not only of the 

AGNSW, but also of the Holmes à Court Collection, Heytesbury and the Museum and 

Art Gallery of the Northern Territory. This publication was, in a sense, a contribution to 

the art history of Australian Aboriginal art. Though it may not have completely captured 

the discourse in its entirety, it did provide a substantial contribution to the conversation 

at that time. As Hetti Perkins writes in “Aboriginal Art in Australia”:  

One Sun One Moon catalogues a key moment of transition over the decades at the 

turn of the century. Drawing on the insight of many distinguished artists, curators 

and scholars, One Sun One Moon reveals the view from within a Kaleidoscopic 

art movement: from pre-European contact to the present. The advent of 

contemporary indigenous visual arts from Australia as a unique premise in world 

art is a phenomenon that runs against the grain of Western modernism. At odds 

with a premise of modernity - to erase the old with the new - is the apparent 

conundrum of the world’s oldest continuous culture being the well spring of a 

dynamic contemporary art movement. Australian Indigenous art resists 

interpretation outside of its historicity and continues to elude definition in terms 

relevant to Western art theory. (Perkins “Aboriginal Art in Australia”, 11-12) 

This publication appears to have had an incentive to present a national discourse on 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art, but Perkins also appears to be writing from an 

inclusive perspective of all art while advocating for Aboriginal art. The approach of One 
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Sun One Moon, like the limitations of most publications, was in no way able to contain 

all the writings on Aboriginal art at the time, but it was able to present a national unity 

of the study of its history. Perkins writes: 

One Sun One Moon offers a primarily Indigenous perspective of our cultural 

inheritance, while including genuinely collaborative cross-cultural scholarly 

enterprises. The three institutions, whose complementary collections are featured 

herein, have each played a significant role in the critical appreciation for and 

understanding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art: the Art Gallery of New 

South Wales, the Holmes a Court Collection, Heytesbury and the Museum and 

Art Gallery of the Northern Territory, these collections testify that Indigenous 

communities are as multicultural as they are multi-lingual. (Perkins “Aboriginal 

Art in Australia”, 11-12) 

Again in this essay we begin to see Perkins’ lifelong thesis play out, not only in the 

consideration of a national discourse but in the assessment of roles played by 

institutions in presenting Aboriginal perspective. Perkins writes: 

Contemporary artists create and exhibit works that are a creative legacy of the first 

ancestors, such as sculpting of Tutini (Pukumani graveposts), taught to Tiwi by 

Purukupali; or the weaving of nganmarra (conical mats), first crafted by the 

ancestral Djang’kawu Sisters. Today, the work of a young Kuninjku bark painter 

dwelling at a remote outstation in a sentient landscape filled with ancient rock 

sites has resonance with the installations of an emerging Koori artist living in the 

inner city mapping a streetscape in neon light. (Perkins “Aboriginal Art in 

Australia”, 11-12) 

 The launch of this publication also came with an exhibition, though the research 

suggests issues of funding restricted the opportunity to really explore all three 
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collections visually. The importance of having a publication on a collection is in its 

ability to inform as well as provide reference to future research. They provide the 

discourse with, on occasion, new language and theory. Publications are the creators of 

future art history.  

On another level, the Biennale of Sydney during this time was still challenging the 

general public with regards to where Australian Aboriginal art could go. Having started 

as a small exhibition in the Sydney Opera House in 1973 it expanded into the AGNSW 

in 1976 and by 1979 the first works by Aboriginal Artists were included in the 

curatorial discourse. For this chapter it is only the 2000 Biennale Sydney and the 2008 

Biennale Sydney that will be discussed. The first aims to demonstrate the mainstream 

position Aboriginal art has achieved; and the latter presents how advocacy in the early 

1990s was replaced by a reluctance to change by the late 2000s. 

 The Biennale Sydney for 2000 included an exhibition of works by artist John 

Mawurdjul and Yoko Ono and presented one of the key arguments surrounding 

Aboriginal arts position in the mainstream. In a sense, it meant that Australian 

Aboriginal artists were able to contribute to the global conversation.  

In “Parallel Universe, Other Worlds” Hetti Perkins writes:  

What globalisation means depends very much on our subjective construction of 

the world, and its mysteries. Indigenous visual arts really provide the key, or, in 

fact, the door between the many worlds that exist in Australia today. (Perkins 

“Parallel Universe, Other Worlds”, 58 - 59) 

Perkins goes on to write about how connections between these worlds can on occasion 

occur in the ‘most unlikely places’ (Perkins “Parallel Universe, Other Worlds”, 58 - 59).  
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For Perkins it was an ‘interesting juxtaposition’ at the 2000 Biennale of Sydney which 

included the works of Yoko Ono and John Mawurdjul. John Mawurdjul is a Kuninjku 

artist from Arnhem Land and Yoko Ono is a Japanese artist married to the late John 

Lennon.  Perkins writes: 

I still recall the surprise on their faces when they happened to stand next to one 

another at the press conference and the flash bulbs started popping. Most people 

know Yoko Ono by sight but Mawurdjul has a very impressive presence as 

befitting a senior man of his community. They both looked at each other as if to 

say ‘who are you?’ Anyway as it turns out, they had great rapport - and one 

reporter fishing for a response from Mawurdjul to Ono’s work No exit (that of the 

100 coffins and trees) was surprised by the answer, when he said (via a translator) 

that he thought their work was possibly ‘the same thing’. Crudely put, much of 

Mawrudjul’s work concerns the cycle of life and death and is most clearly 

expressed in the making of hollow-log coffins. His inventive response to what 

must be a universal theme in art is revealed in this statement that ‘Sometimes the 

Ngalyod (rainbow serpent) gets inside my head and makes me go mad!’ On the 

occasion of the Biennale, Mawurdjul said that he believed Aboriginal and non 

Aboriginal people have many things in common and that, ‘yes, really we’re the 

same’. (Perkins “Parallel Universe, Other Worlds”, 58 - 59) 

It highlights that by this point in Australian art history that Aboriginal artists were 

making connections with international artists and demonstrating relevance to the 

curatorial themes that were being presented through exhibitions like the Biennale. This 

appears to be optimistic times for Aboriginal art.  

The 2008 Biennale of Sydney, Revolutions - Forms that Turn, would add a new 

dimension to the discourse that Perkins was attempting to present in the essay above, as 
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well as within the gallery. In the student’s newspaper that the curator of the Biennale 

Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, had published of same name as the Biennale, Christov-

Bakargiev writes: 

I am interested in the impulse to revolt. Today, the word ‘revolution’ is used 

mainly by corporations and global industry, so the internet is ‘revolutionary’; new 

sneakers are ‘revolutionary’; the mobile phone is ‘revolutionary’ and so on. It is 

also used to ‘market’ the idea of revolution, i.e. Che Guevara t-shirts. It is 

important to realise that the word has come to mean the opposite of its original 

meaning: ‘revolution’ comes from ‘re’ and ‘volvere’; ‘volvere’ means to turn, so, 

with the prefix ‘re’. You turn once and then you turn again and you are in the 

same place you started! Its etymology is actually closer to what we mean when we 

talk about the revolutions of planets around a sun. So there is a contradiction 

between the daily usage of the word, which suggests a sudden and abrupt change 

(in society, politics, science or technology) and the older meaning of the word. I 

am thus interested in going backwards to go forwards in turning yourself upside 

down, in reversal and the mirror image- in seeing the world in a different way. I 

thought the Biennale of Sydney was an interesting context to think about the 

concept of an upside-down world. This is also how a lot of artists think: if you 

change your point of view from the dominant perspective you open up 

possibilities for imagination and also for freedom. (Christov - Bakargiev 

“Curatorial Statement”, 1) 

Artist Gordon Bennett was invited to submit a proposal for a work at the AGNSW and 

it is suggested that he took the title literally. Bennett submitted a proposal to the director 

Edmund Capon to exchange the Aboriginal Art Collection located in Yiribana with the 

19th Century Australian Art Court. In addition he proposed that the paintings relocated 

would be installed upside down. The objective was to eliminate the separations that 
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existed within the gallery and to disrupt its own conventional collecting and exhibiting 

policies. Although Capon was apparently happy with the idea, research suggests he 

made one stipulation, that it had to be accepted by all the curators of the departments 

concerned. The sense is that only one curator refused, thus putting an end to the idea.  

Perhaps this approach demonstrates the issues faced by the gallery, generally, when it 

comes to ‘inter-disciplinary’ approaches within the Australian Art and Aboriginal Art 

Departments. Perhaps the idea of turning the works upside-down went a little far for 

some. Whatever the personal advocacy, it did not eventuate.  

 

   Figure 5.4   

In an article “2008 Sydney Biennale”, John McDonald writes: 

As for the new works and local inclusions, there is little to get excited about. The 

Biennale guidebook enthuses about Gordon Bennett's "challenging and 

revolutionary artistic dream" - a proposal to move Australian historical paintings 

at the Art Gallery of NSW into the downstairs Yiribana gallery, where they would 

be hung upside-down, while Aboriginal paintings would be moved to the upstairs 

galleries in their place. The Art Gallery of NSW refused permission for this 

gesture, which now exists only as a maquette near the cafeteria. 

Figure 5.4 is a photograph by 
Jenni Carter for the Biennale of 
Sydney in 2008. It shows an 
image of Gordon Bennett’s 
proposal in a replica at the 
AGNSW. 
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My sympathies are all with the gallery, for there is nothing revolutionary about 

rehanging 19th-century works in a manner that is disrespectful and caricatural to 

make a lame political statement. Using other people's work as part of one's own 

art is a practice that all public galleries should discourage. (J. McDonald “2008 

Sydney Biennale”) 

What Bennett’s proposal highlighted outside of, forms that turn, was the reluctance to 

consider changes to permanent galleries within the AGNSW, to shift the conversation 

away from Australian art as exclusive to white male artists. It weighs in on the effects 

permanent spaces have in a galleries. The invention of art history versus the activities of 

a gallery would suggest that advocacy rather than evidence is the driving factor. The 

sense of ownership of space within the gallery, by curators, while perhaps valuable to 

the public experience, limits the role a gallery plays in questioning national discourses. 

Rather than providing new readings, the curatorial premise is to maintain a standard.  

In 2009, as has been discussed earlier, the Aboriginal Art Department managed to do a 

reinstalment of Tony Tuckson’s original display of the Mountford Barks from 1948 and 

the Pukumani Poles from 1958/59, to celebrate the fifty year anniversary. They were 

hung within reach of colonial works by artists like John Glover making for a very 

interesting re-reading of Glover’s works. This was accompanied by an open weekend 

giving the general public an opportunity to hear lectures and see various other forms of 

cultural exchange within the AGNSW. There appears to have been a push to increase 

the number of regular visitors to the gallery and the idea of open weekends with 

proposed as a gallery promotion.  
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 Figure 5.5 

Away from the issues that were raised relating to the upturn of works, Bennett’s 

proposal, demonstrated - publicly - a resistance to change, within the gallery. At the 

time there was a lot of criticism about the gallery’s position within the Sydney 

community. The Biennale was thought of as an opportunity to try new things and to 

challenge the norms, and the gallery was viewed as behaving like a museum, rather than 

a living art institution.  The 2009 instalment was also about personal advocacy and the 

ownership of space and a reluctance to give up space for the greater good, whatever that 

might be. The research speculates that if attempts were made to bring Australian 

Aboriginal art into Australian art displays, they were far and few between. This might 

have been a result of natural curatorial practices. Like Western art theory, curatorial 

practice in public art galleries, prefer to find similarities with art works instead of 

differences. It also reflects some of the early attempts at bringing this current 

conversation into the gallery.  

 

  Figure 5.6  

Figure 5.6 is an installation image 
of the recent exhibition in the 20th 
Century Australian Art Gallery, 
AGNSW, 2012. The Pukumani are 
in the centre and a work by Tony 
Tuckson is visible on the left.  

Figure 5.5 shows the re-
installation of the Pukumani in 
court 8, with works by colonial 
artists in the background. This 
image was taken by Vanessa Russ, 
with permission from the 
AGNSW. 
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In the, 2012, rehang of the 20th Century Australian Collection, Deborah Edwards 

suggests that both she and Hetti Perkins had been advocating for this type of rehang of 

the Australian Collection for around six to eight years. It appears that Edwards and 

Perkins did not get to do things they wanted in the end, but it was a long period of 

diplomacy to get this particular result (Edwards “Message to Vanessa Russ”). The fact 

that only one curator disapproved of the Bennett proposal, suggests that advocacy was 

always going to be difficult in Pearce’s plan for inter-disciplinary displays (Edwards 

“Message to Vanessa Russ”). While other public art galleries were attempting to 

generate conversations, the AGNSW appears to still be debating if it should do anything 

at all.  

Leading up to 2010 was a period when Perkins spent time outside the gallery filming a 

documentary, with film director Warwick Thornton, requiring the pair to travel 

extensively throughout Australia, visiting as many of the artists held within the 

Aboriginal Art Collection of the AGNSW as possible. The documentary aired on the 

ABC broadcaster in that year, with numerous repeats since. 

 Art + Soul might be considered the largest project Perkins had carried out to date. 

Using all the skills acquired through other major blockbuster exhibitions they produced 

a three-part documentary, and in addition a four-day open weekend at the AGNSW, 

with a large amount of support from a team including assistant curator Cara Pinchbeck, 

Public Programs Jonathan Jones, Amanda Peacock and After-hours Co-ordinator Ashlie 

Hunter and Vanessa Russ who played a support role, assisting the artists behind the 

scene. 

 Art + Soul managed to take over not only the Yiribana Gallery, but also the Central 

Court as well as some of the 20th Century Australian Art Gallery. It was shown from 28 
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August 2010 until 13 June 2011. In October, the gallery opened for the long weekend, 

to a major four day event with a ceremonial Joonba by the Warmun artists from the East 

Kimberley. The Gurrir-Gurrir was originally created by artist Rover Thomas and it 

contained 14 versus, with parts divided over the four days, with Patrick Mung-Mung, 

Betty Carrington, Phyllis Thomas and Mabel Juli leading the proceedings. The Central 

Court was packed to capacity for each performance. In a sense this was a culmination of 

preliminary policies raised in the Wallace report that suggested creating a cultural centre 

for Aboriginal art that included not only works of visual arts, but several performances. 

 

  Figure 5.7  

There were also extensive interviews and talks given by artists ranging from Pedro 

Wonaeamirri, Ricky Maynard, Richard Bell, Judy Watson, Destiny Deacon, and Bruce 

Pascoe. There were demonstrations of weaving techniques by artist Yvonne Koolmatrie 

and desert dancing by a group of women from the Papunya Tula Artists, as well as 

cooking classes with Chef Mark Olive. An estimated 20 000 people attended the open 

weekend alone, which is one of the largest crowds for an event supporting the 

Aboriginal Arts Collection to date. One of the most significant aspects of this open 

weekend was the number of Aboriginal artists that had attended, representing a truly 

national group of people. While the exhibition appeared to claim much of the gallery, 

the Central Court and the Yiribana Gallery, the AGNSW still maintained a show of 

Figure 5.7 is a promotional image 
from Art + Soul, 2010. This image 
reflects the sense of occasion that 
was created in the AGNSW for the 
launch.   
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works from its Australian Collection and other collections in the gallery. This was 

highly important to the discourse as it brought Australian Aboriginal art into the 

conversation of art, without digesting the works or the artists.  

Art + Soul was a documentary that was structured into three parts: home and away, 

dreams and nightmares, and bitter and sweet, as Jonathan Jones writes in the education 

broacher: 

Art + Soul explores the creative cultural wealth of Indigenous Australia through 

three conceptual themes - ‘home and away’, ‘dreams and nightmares’, ‘bitter and 

sweet’ - that encompass the diverse ways in which many Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islanders have lived and continued to live; these themes are located at the 

core of Indigenous artistic practice and unite artists across the country. In 

translating their culture for the world the artists of art + soul create a unique and 

unparalleled vision, empowering their communities and honouring their ancestors 

and their country. (J. Jones “Art + Soul”) 

More broadly speaking, these categories were based on lived experiences; for example 

‘home and away’ focused on the dispersal of Aboriginal people from their land through 

invasion, removal and massacre during colonisation, and included artists from Tasmania 

like Ricky Maynard, as well as Pintupi artists from the Central Desert. ‘Dreams and 

nightmares’ looked at the removal of children from families and the ‘stolen generations’ 

and the reinvention of value and meaning of culture for future generations which ignited 

the work of artists like Rover Thomas in the East Kimberley. ‘Bitter and sweet’ 

considered the way that art had become ‘a primary mode of engagement with these 

issues’ (J. Jones “Art + Soul”). 

Art + Soul was able to present not only the art of Australian Aboriginal people, but also 

the culture, identity and a national Aboriginal perspective in a state art gallery. The 
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gallery had created a ‘spectacular’ event that was outside the internationally specific 

ones usually looked for to entice public attendance. Approval for the event was, 

jokingly, to shut Perkins up. She had been fighting for this event for years and with the 

big Picasso exhibition to follow, this was to be a huge endorsement of Australian 

Aboriginal art in the gallery, which had taken a long time to come about.  

From 1990 until 2011 the collection had grown substantially, mainly due to the 

generosity of private gifting. Patronage started as early as Margaret Preston’s 

presentation in 1948 of three chalk sculptures from Cloncurry. Then from the late 1950s 

until he passed away in 1964 Dr Stuart Scougall gifted around 181works. Other patrons 

who gifted more than ten works to the collection included, Professor Harry Messel who 

presented thirty-eight works, Dr Ronald and Mrs Alison Fine who presented twenty-

seven works, and Dr Gordon Davies who presented thirteen works (Wallace “Notes on 

the History of a Collection with Comments”). Those who presented fewer than ten 

works included Margaret Tuckson, Marjorie Gartell, Joan Grimmond, Renee and Keith 

Fine and Allan Mashford. Unfortunately this does not do justice to the number of 

patrons who have supported the Aboriginal Art Collection.  

The history of Australian Aboriginal art cannot be fully appreciated without the efforts 

of patrons like Mollie Gowing. While it’s early history had the support of people like Dr 

Stuart Scougall, and at one point the funding for the Australian Art Department was set 

aside to focus on increasing the collection during the refurbishment and opening of the 

Yiribana Gallery. Private patronage has remained the core support for the collection. 

Gowing’s funds which started at around $15 000 per year and grew to $40 000, 

managed to bring to the gallery an estimated 260 works. The research suggests that as 

fantastic as this funding was, it brought a possible additional problem. It set a cap on 

how much was available yearly for purchasing. When the price of artists like Emily 

Kame Kngwarreye or Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri reached astronomical heights the 
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works were out of reach for the gallery. While one aspect of the Mollie Gowing Fund 

for Contemporary Aboriginal Art came to a close recently, there is still a small sum of 

money available for purchasing works, and attempts to seek support from other patrons 

are an ongoing part of gallery life in all state art galleries.  

In June/July 2011 the AGNSW announced that the Aboriginal Art Department 

management and administration was to be an independent department, in fact, to date 

the media announcement remains on the AGNSW web site. As has been shown in this 

dissertation, this was something that existed in 1973, and again was something that was 

promised to the first curator, Daphne Wallace, in early 1994. By September 2011, 

restructuring had not commenced. The theory of an independent department is that it 

might bring an increase in staff numbers needed to manage the depth of expectation the 

general public places on the staff, it might improve turnaround times for administration 

and might provide equal weight to decisions made on master plans within the AGNSW 

in the future. It might also add weight to inclusive inter-disciplinary exhibitions. 

On 21 September 2011 journalist Adam Fulton published in the Sydney Morning 

Herald, “Perkins Ponders a Bigger Picture outside the Gallery”. At that point Perkins 

was the ‘gallery’s third high-profile loss in recent months, after its director, Edmund 

Capon, announced plans to retire at the end of the year and the departure of Barry 

Pearce as head of Australian art’ (Fulton “Perkins Ponders a Bigger Picture outside the 

Gallery”). 

This article was followed on 26 September 2011 by Joyce Morgan who wrote “Letter 

Reveals Frustration that Forced Perkins to Quit the Gallery”. Morgan writes: 

Behind the sudden resignation of the respected indigenous curator Hetti Perkins 

from the Art Gallery of New South Wales is a tale of frustration and what she 

argues is the sidelining of indigenous art.  
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Perkins dismay is apparent in her resignation letter, a copy of which has been 

acquired by the Herald. In it she states: “A key reason for my decision to leave 

the gallery is that for many years I have strongly advocated for the refurbishment 

of the Yiribana Gallery to bring it up to the standard of other spaces...and to 

address the important issues of inadequate climate control and visibility within the 

building. 

The gallery of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art has remained unchanged 

for almost 20 years...Now our hopes for renovation have been quashed in favour 

of an institutional push for the ‘master plan’ to which I have been denied access. 

Furthermore, the promise of a separate department of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander art does not appear to have progressed...The exhibition proposals we have 

submitted are not progressed beyond successive presentations.  

While the Yiribana Gallery has remained unchanged in the building’s lowest 

level, new Asian and contemporary wings had opened and most other galleries, as 

well as the shop and cafe, had had makeovers.  

In June the gallery announced the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander art would 

become a separate department, but so far this had not happened.  

Perkins had asked to see the master plan but this had been refused.  “We would 

like to make a contribution”, Perkins said. “It’s not about politics. It’s about how 

can we work together to make the art gallery the institution it should be and could 

be”.  

“Maybe the shows I’m proposing are not ones management is interested in. If 

that’s the case, I should go and somebody who can be a better advocate in the 
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building should take my place.” Perkins said. “The mainstreaming of indigenous 

culture has failed.” 

“There are too few opportunities for our people to work in the big galleries and 

museums and those that do seem stuck in always being the bridesmaid, never the 

bride,” she said. She has advocated the establishment of a national flagship 

indigenous cultural centre as part of a network of regional centres. (Morgan 

“Letter Reveals Frustration that Forced Perkins to Quit the Gallery”) 

It seems the role of advocating for Australian Aboriginal representations in the 

AGNSW requires more than one or two supporters and requires the assistance of upper 

management for its success. The sense of the ‘master plan’ is reflected in the way 

Australian Aboriginal art has remained outside of major extensions and to some extent, 

in the length of campaigning required to create ‘inter-disciplinary’ exhibitions and to 

making decisions on the future of the gallery. Without an independent department, it has 

no head of department, to advocate for its place within the gallery system. This also 

blocked opportunities for someone like Hetti Perkins to find a career path within the 

gallery. For the most part, heads of departments are often though not always, white 

men. While some have shown a keen interest in Australian Aboriginal art, as it has not 

been their department, thus, their main focus, it has remained on the periphery.  

 On 12 May 2012 Jeremy Eccles wrote for Aboriginal Art Directory News. In 

“AGNSW’s Tentative Rehang”, writing on the opening of a rehang that had taken some 

six to eight years to negotiate, Eccles writes: 

This was announced by the excellent Barry Pearce as but the first stage of a 

rehang that would acknowledge Aboriginal art as fully ‘Australian’ - hanging it 

beside the Nolan’s and von Guerard’s and Tillers with proper equality. Now we 

have the rehang - but Pearce has gone, replaced in the process by Wayne 
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Tunnicliffe - a man who’s clearly much less comfortable with the notion of 

Indigenous and non - Indigenous art equality. Mind you, it didn’t help him that the 

process of melding black and white that has reportedly happened with ease at 

State Galleries in Perth and Adelaide was muddied in Sydney by the sudden 

removal of Aboriginal art from within the Australian art department and its then 

Chief Curator, Hetti Perkins - who then resigned in a huff! Director Edmund 

Capon had also resigned - so there was no hope in replacing Perkins before Dr 

Michael Brand arrived (which he’s now done) as Director, leaving the Indigenous 

ship rudderless. (Eccles “AGNSW’s Tentative Rehang”) 

The research refutes the claim made by Eccles that the ‘melding’ of black and white 

somehow happened with ease in state galleries like Perth or Adelaide. The issue here is 

that when employed within state government agencies the employee is under oath to not 

say anything against the institution that they represent. There are ongoing issues within 

state art galleries that are not common knowledge, bound to this oath. So we don’t 

really know if other state art galleries have the same issues as the AGNSW or not, 

except for rumours and speculation.  

On the 7 March 2013 in An Expansive Vision of a Modern Marvel: Chief Michael 

Brand Announces his Plans to Bring the Art Gallery of New South Wales up to Scratch, 

Michaela Boland writes: 

Michael Brand calls the vision for his directorship of the Art Gallery of NSW 

“Sydney Modern”. Its centrepiece is a shiny new wing that - if it comes to fruition 

- will be the biggest new arts infrastructure building project in the nation for more 

than a decade. (Boland 14) 

The gallery’s master plan aims for a ‘doubling of its size’, to put the gallery on the same 

position of Melbourne and Brisbane. Boland writes: 
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Brand says piecemeal renovations have been considered best practice by leading 

institutions since the Museum of Modern Art in New York undertook a $US700m 

renovation in 2005. (Boland 14) 

The sense is that the ‘director’s vision’ shows a ‘commitment to historical art from 

Europe and Asia’ as well as building ‘relations with US museums’ (Boland 14). With 

the next ‘Sydney International summer exhibition’ according to Brand, to be the ‘first 

comprehensive survey of American painting to be staged in Australia, with works 

largely sourced from the Los Angeles County Museum of Art’ (Boland 14). The article 

included a statement about new structuring for senior staff; however, it seems Hetti 

Perkins has still not been replaced. The creation of master plans suggests that more 

work needs to be done to continue the history of the AGNSW and its representations of 

Australian Aboriginal art. Opportunities to challenge Australian identity, to broaden its 

recognition of Australian Aboriginal people, must await the next wave of political 

support before restarting the debate once more.  

Conclusion 

 

This chapter investigated the AGNSW and Australian Aboriginal art from the 1990s 

until now. It presents a new wave of history that for the first time draws on the 

Aboriginal perspectives. This however, brings to our attention an interesting 

relationship between national political events and growth in the Aboriginal Art 

Department. It suggests that once these events are no longer on the political agenda, 

somehow they lose their ability to influence the way a collection operates within a 

broader gallery system.  
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Between Daphne Wallace, when talk of deaths in custody and reconciliation had peaked 

to Hetti Perkins, when the political landscape had changed dramatically. It’s possible 

that Australian Aboriginal art looked to be comfortably within a mainstream art gallery 

and the curator just lost her way. But the issue remains, that the Australian identity, as 

reflected in the Cronulla riots, has not changed. Australian Aboriginal people are not 

fully recognised as the First Australians, despite the attempts to do so. The AGNSW 

relationship to Australian Aboriginal art appears as just another department. Rather than 

as a serious contributor to art, art history and art galleries, nationally. The master plan 

appears to not represent art made in Australia, but to return the gallery gaze back onto 

Western art through the eyes of Euro America. 
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Conclusion 

This dissertation is a study of the Art Gallery of New South Wales and its relationship 

to Australian Aboriginal art. It investigated the place of Australian Aboriginal art within 

the broader and more complex history of a state art gallery, over an extended length of 

time. It recognised that people make and re-make galleries depending on their own 

experiences, yet it acknowledges that what made those people and their ideological and 

sociological perspectives was not captured in this history of a gallery. However, people 

play a major part in framing art, art history and art galleries in accordance with what 

they believed suited the public of the day, and not by some ‘considered formula’ of 

Western art theory (A. Jones 23-25). 

The issues facing Australian Aboriginal art in its inclusion into displays of Australian 

art appear to reflect the interest in representations of national identity early on in this 

history of the AGNSW. There is an interesting parallel between the period of political 

advocacy for a White Australia and acquisitions of art by the gallery trustees for 

example. The invention of art is heavily associated with the ongoing issues of 

colonisation and the intense need to associate national collections with Western art 

theory and in particular a Eurocentric art world remains at the forefront of master plans 

for state art galleries in Australia today. Such heavily weighted associations continue to 

force Australian Aboriginal art onto the periphery of Australian art in state art galleries, 

rather than embracing new possibilities for Australian art history that is locally and 

regionally focused.  

The research suggests that there is little study currently being done that involves the 

history of state art galleries and Australian Aboriginal art. While countless publications 
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on Aboriginal art, along with exhibitions and discussion papers continue to flourish, 

taking into account events in the history of a state art gallery brings to light new ways of 

thinking about Australian Aboriginal art within an Australian national context. What 

became clear in this history were the way art collections and art galleries create and 

broaden culture through the process of their existence and growth over a long period of 

time. It demonstrates an imbedding of Western art as an invention, into a gallery 

system, through the framing of art works and exhibitions of European art in newly built 

exhibition spaces, for example, while Australian art or art made by local Europeans 

remained in poorly lit spaces.  

Chapter one of this dissertation charted the events surrounding the location of the 

gallery on Cadi country in Sydney. The primary objective was to reinsert an Aboriginal 

perspective onto the history of a state art gallery. When the land surrounding such 

institutions appears to have evolved and relinquished any indigenous sensibility, it is 

important to recognise the on-going bi-cultural use of space that exists. This chapter 

considered the history of the location surrounding what is now recognised as the 

Domain and Botanic Gardens. It considered elements of invasion and colonisation that 

shaped the area, while recognising the continued reverence of ceremonial sites 

associated to the Cadigal of the Eora nations today. These places, as an invisible 

cultural value for Australian Aboriginals became overtime the location of cultural 

institutions like the AGNSW, the Sydney Conservatorium of Music and the Sydney 

Opera House. It is a shared history that needs further recognition.  

Chapter two investigated the notion of art as an invention and how that invention was 

created through art societies in Sydney. It explores the creation of a Sydney Mechanics 

institution and soon after the creation of the New South Wales Academy of Art which 

would later provided the first trustees to what would become the National Art Gallery of 

New South Wales. This chapter considers the political issues that were shaping 
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Australia as a possible reason for the particularly conservative collection created by the 

trustees. It suggests an influence associated with the White Australia policies that 

restricted Chinese immigration and is also linked to the removal of Australian 

Aboriginals to reserves and missions. This early period of colonisation might have 

played a part in creating the AGNSW as it is known today.  

Chapter three explores the period after the Second World War, when Australia set about 

rebuilding a nation. After a fairly stringent policy of collecting art from Britain and 

Europe, to a refined focus on a particular type of Australian art that represented a new 

Australian white male psyche. The gallery purchases a work of art by an Australian 

Aboriginal artist in 1947. This chapter investigates what was driving such a dramatic 

change in the collection policy of the AGNSW. The period from 1947 until 1964 was 

one of the most important and influential periods in the history of Australian Aboriginal 

art in a state art gallery. It was possibly motivated by the Second World War, but 

potentially began around the time when Australian Aboriginal activists were advocating 

for the right to vote and the right for citizenship which started in the late 1930s. The 

AGNSW creates a collection of Australian Aboriginal art and eventually provides a 

small amount of exhibition space for that collection to live on a more permanent basis 

but by 1973 both its main advocates, Hal Missingham and Tony Tuckson, are no longer 

a part of the gallery system.  

Chapter four investigates changes to the professionalisation of the staff working in the 

AGNSW. While the gallery was getting use to an expanded space, upper management 

was being tested by a new breed of art professional. With the advance of teaching in art 

schools and universities came a new focus on the practice of curating art exhibitions. 

While the collection of Aboriginal art in the AGNSW appears stagnant, it would take a 

new investment in exhibitions like the Biennale of Sydney and Australian Perspecta to 

bring Aboriginal art into full view. Even as exhibitions of the bark paintings in the 
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collection continued to be displayed, the curatorial interest turned to a new materiality, 

to acrylic paintings from Australian Aboriginal artists in the Central Desert. The other 

significant change was brought in by a new director of the gallery Edmund Capon. It 

was his tenure that saw the inclusion of a Contemporary Art Department and Asian Art 

Department. It was through the Contemporary Art Department and the Prints and 

Drawings Department that new purchases of Aboriginal art were acquired for the 

gallery. However, the Aboriginal Art Collection did not hold enough weight for its own 

department and would remain outside the gallery system for some time to come. 

Chapter five explores some of the political changes that took place to bring the 

Aboriginal Art Collection back into the gallery system. Without the advocacy of a 

director and deputy director like Hal Missingham and Tony Tuckson to push for the 

acquisition and exhibition of Aboriginal art, the collection needed political persuasion 

in the form of a Royal Commission into Deaths in Custody before the AGNSW would 

reassess Aboriginal art. It brought with it the first full-time Aboriginal curator in 

Daphne Wallace and the first full-time assistant curator in Margo Neale. This chapter 

also charted the other Aboriginal curators to enter the gallery from Hetti Perkins to Cara 

Pinchbeck. It considered the new spectacular exhibitions that brought more visitors to 

the gallery to view Aboriginal art and it also looked at the role of public programs in 

providing new access between the gallery and the public. This chapter concluded with 

the resignation of Hetti Perkins and some of the discourse surrounding why she 

resigned.  

This study aimed to investigate the way in which a state art gallery included Australian 

Aboriginal art into an Australian art context through the study of a gallery history. This 

is not a story unique to N.S.W. let alone Australia but is reflected in the experience of 

other colonised cultures. The creation of an Australian art history that focuses on Social 

Evolutionism has worked in conflict for years with Australian Aboriginal art. Australian 
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Aboriginal art has been expected to fit into Western art, in a sense as Rajiv Malhotra 

writes ‘we ‘tolerate’ those we consider not good enough, but we do not respect them. 

‘Tolerance’ implies control over those who do not conform to our norms by allowing 

them some, though not all, of the rights and privileges we enjoy’ (16). Malhotra is not 

arguing for a ‘tit for tat’ debate, nor is he arguing to turn the tables but that as long as 

one remains in the position of looking at others and ‘not being gazed at oneself, one can 

assume that one’s positions and assumptions represent the universal norm’ (48). 

Malhotra’s argument appears to fit into the concerns of institutional culture that exist in 

most if not all institutions across the globe. While we focus on the Eurocentric nature of 

Western art and its theory, we fail to see how it becomes a part of an institutions culture 

and is therefore argued in favour, without question. As the research in Organizational 

Culture and Institutional Transformation by Jennifer Keup, Arianne Walker, Helen 

Austin and Jennifer Lindholm, write on institutional culture that: 

While culture clearly affects how the members of the organization perceive 

change, the elements of culture are usually unspoken tenets that are often taken 

for granted. Therefore, in order to gain a better understanding of culture within the 

organization and as a component of the transformation process, the question 

becomes, how can we talk about that which is unspoken? Further, if culture is to 

be considered in strategic planning and/or institutional transformation, which 

aspects of culture are most conducive to change, and which aspects of culture are 

themselves in need of change? (Keup, and Walker, Austin, Lindholm, 3) 

The Western gaze and the notion of tolerance raised by Malhotra might fit into the 

‘elements of culture’ that are ‘taken for granted’ by state art galleries. The inclusion of 

Aboriginal art into state art galleries would also suggest the creation of a new art 

history. As Jonathan Harris writes in A New Art History: A Critical Introduction, that: 
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The ‘curation’ of these artefacts within the Western institution of the ethnographic 

collection or art museum also produces them as art objects and in doing so inserts 

them within the discourses and ideologies of art history. Whatever functions such 

artefacts served within the societies that produced them - their original meaning 

being as inseparable from that set of circumstances as Courbet’s Stone Breakers 

was from those of Paris in 1848 - their renaming as artworks, and relocation 

within art history operates a fundamental transformation. Although art history 

recognises in many ways the original religious significance of most European 

Renaissance paintings hanging them in the secular National Gallery of London, or 

the Metropolitan Museum in New York inevitably changes the way they are seen 

by both ‘specialists’- art historians and critics, museum curators, contemporary 

artists- and everyone else. (Harris 275 - 276) 

Harris argues that the ‘traditional notion of English literature or art history as a study of 

‘the best, the highest’- culture in the ideal, idealist, and idealistic sense- was not wrong 

but inadequate’ (Harris 287). While an Australian art history that exists today is 

demonstrated within the writings of, to use Harris’s description, ‘predominately white, 

middle-class, and male’, as held in the ‘highest’ cultural ‘ideal’, is not necessarily 

wrong, this dissertation might suggest that, it is at least ‘inadequate’ (Harris 287). If we 

take Harris’s debate and relate it to state art galleries in Australia. It might be that they 

are not necessarily wrong in their approaches to Australian Aboriginal art, within an 

Australian context, but inadequate in their representations of Australia as a whole. The 

issue might be within the Eurocentric perspective of Western art that favours Europe 

and by extension this favouritism might create a deficit for art in Australia.  

Rajiv Malhotra suggests that rather than tolerate the other, we should seek out mutual 

respect (16). That while Western civilisation aimed to resolve the differences it found in 

other cultures by ‘placing them in its own conceptual categories’ (25). It was a 
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categorization that privileged the ‘Western gaze and enables it to declare itself as the 

universal norm for others to emulate. It is a system of gaining control’ (Malhotra 25).  

The appreciation of difference is often echoed in Indigenous cultures. Malhotra suggests 

that there exists a ‘difference anxiety’ which results in a ‘mental uneasiness caused by 

the perception of difference combined with a desire to diminish, conceal or eradicated 

it’ (25). He suggests that such anxiety often leads ‘Western societies down the path of 

outright destruction of other cultures’ (27). That it is not the search for similarities that 

should be emphasised but the appreciation of difference, is present in much of 

Malhotra’s argument. He suggests that: 

Besides the obvious racism inherent in such arguments, there is the collective loss 

of human diversity. In harvesting the fruits of other civilizations, the West has 

also destroyed its roots, thereby killing their ability to produce more bountiful 

harvests. (Malhotra 38) 

This paper concludes with an argument for further study on appreciating difference 

within the art gallery system. It challenges Western art theory to expand to include the 

local and regional within our art centres, as opposed to existing on the periphery of an 

international centre that is not inclusive to all Australians. The outcomes suggest the 

need for more research on collections both public and private in Australia, to best 

understand how they work and who they serve. It also allows for a better understanding 

of how we define our art, culture and identity within state art galleries. This isn’t about 

removing the boundaries and allowing Aboriginal art to be fully digested into 

Eurocentric gallery systems. It might be about allowing Australian Aboriginal art to 

question and shape the arguments surrounding what Australian art could be and by 

extension enhance who Australian state art galleries serve. 
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